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STUDENT RESOURCES

LEARNING ONLINE

The Internet has opened many opportunities for learning. Although you may be familiar with learning in the
traditional classroom, learning online differs in many ways. The following are intended to help you adjust to the
learning online.

• Georgia Tech Professional Education’s “Are You Ready for an Online Class,” survey portal
• Education Portal’s “The Differences Between Online and the Traditional Classroom Educations”
• Georgia Tech Professional Education online learning information page
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TECHNICAL SUPPORT SERVICES

All students are welcome to utilize the technical support from the college’s Department of Information Technology.
The Department of Information Technology provides and maintains computing and networking resources used
by students and employees in attainment of academic success and efficient administrative functions. Resources
include the campus network, general computer labs, information systems, and acquisition and support of State
owned hardware and licensed software. The department strives to be recognized as responsive to requests for
assistance, knowledgeable in areas of responsibility, and efficient in identifying, deploying, and maintaining
technology.

How to Access Technical Support (Faculty to add contact info/links below)

• Contact the Technology Support Staff (employee names, email, and phone numbers)
• Contact the Help Desk
• Access the Technology for Students listing of pages
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ACCESSIBILITY SUPPORT SERVICES

In compliance with the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) and Section #504 of the Rehabilitation Act, the
Disability Services Contact Person coordinates the institution’s efforts to provide full access to educational,
cultural and other programs sponsored by the college for any differently-abled, qualified student.

(Faculty to add contact info/links below)

• Student Handbook details accessibility policies
• Complete listing of accessibility services
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ACADEMIC SUPPORT SERVICES

There are several free academic services and resources available to assist students in building a foundation for
academic, social and personal success.

(Faculty to add contact info/links below)

• Student Handbook details academic support services and resources
• Academic Support Services lists campus resources
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STUDENT SUPPORT SERVICES

The institution wants to ensure you will do well in post secondary. The following support services provide specific
help with issues related to your academic, emotional, and personal success.

22

http://lumenlearning.com/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://lumenlearning.com/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


(Faculty to add contact info/links below)

• Student Handbook details academic support services and resources
• Student Support Services lists resources with contact information
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NETIQUETTE

What is Netiquette?

Netiquette refers to using common courtesy in online communication. All members of the class are expected to
follow netiquette in all course communications. Use these guidelines:

• Use capital letters sparingly. THEY LOOK LIKE SHOUTING.
• Forward emails only with a writer’s permission.
• Be considerate of others’ feelings and use language carefully.
• Cite all quotations, references, and sources (otherwise, it is Plagiarism – see the following page for more

information).
• Use humor carefully. It is hard to “read” tone; sometimes humor can be misread as criticism or personal

attack. Feel free to use emoticons like ? for a smiley face to let others know you are being humorous.
• Use complete sentences and standard English grammar to compose posts. Write in proper paragraphs.

Review work before submitting it.
• Text speak, such as “ur” for “your” or “ru” for “are you” etc., is only acceptable when texting.

Netiquette

Review this video to learn more about Netiquette:

Watch this video online: https://youtu.be/HX19Qq-CRF4

Social Media Etiquette

View this video to learn more about Social Media Etiquette:

Watch this video online: https://youtu.be/dNnLMkg9R3c

Further Netiquette Reading

These sites offer more information about Netiquette:

• Excerpt from Virginia Shea’s The Core Rules of Netiquette

• Gene Wicker, Jr.’s E-Mail Etiquette
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PLAGIARISM

Plagiarism involves taking someone else’s ideas or work without attribution and using them as if they were your
own. Although most students have likely heard about plagiarism during their years of schooling, it still is prevalent-
even in higher education.

The video below reviews what plagiarism is and how not to do it.

Watch this video online: https://youtu.be/2q0NlWcTq1Y
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COPYRIGHT

Copyright is important for understanding the rights, protections and obligations associated with using and
referencing other people’s writing and other creative work. Review these sites for more information about
understanding copyright:

• American Library Association’s Page about Copyright
• About Creative Commons
• Creative Commons Licenses
• Choose a Creative Commons License to License Your Work
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CONDUCTING RESEARCH

Review this video to help you with researching a topic: Researching Online for College Students: 5 Easy Steps

Watch this video online: https://youtu.be/Ylp9nJpGak4
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FORMATTING STYLE FOR PAPERS

There are many ways to “style” a paper, meaning the format you use to document scholarly references and
citations mentioned in the paper. It is important to use the preferred style for the audience (and publisher, if
applicable) of your work. It is also important to follow style guidelines consistently within a given paper.

Common styles you may be asked to use for academic papers in college include:

• Modern Language Association (MLA)
• American Psychological Association (APA)
• Chicago
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VIDEO, AUDIO, AND SCREENCASTS

When applicable in this course, you may be interested in using alternative communication methods such as video,
audio, and screencast.
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Video & Audio

It is easy to create video and audio using a variety of tools and your computer or handheld device(s). The learning
management system may also have user-friendly tools built into the course page.

Screencast

A screencast is a video of your computer desktop you can narrate. To create a screencast, you’ll need software.
One easy-to-use application you might want to try is Jing, which is free to download. View this example
Jing screencast to learn how to capture video with Jing.

You’ll need administrative permissions on your computer to download this application, so contact your IT
department if you are unable to download Jing.
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MODULE 1: RESEARCH AND THE
WRITING PROCESS

INTRODUCTION TO RESEARCH AND THE
WRITING PROCESS

Researching and reporting the results of research are fundamental to
academic work in almost every discipline, as well as in many professional
contexts. While research in itself may seem like an enormous task when you
are just starting a project, it is important to understand that effective research
is a straightforward, step-by-step process. By practicing effective research
techniques and becoming adept with the tools that are available to
researchers, you will begin to see research as an invaluable part of an
organized system of study that includes discovery, invention, critical thinking,
and clear communication.

While writing is sometimes viewed as a solitary undertaking, research
requires active involvement in a larger community of scholars. You will have a
chance to define yourself as a member of a number of communities, and you
will begin to see your research as an important part of the conversations that
take part among members of your communities. As you begin to see yourself
as an active contributor in a community, you will start to understand how the
work of others can both enrich your own perceptions and improve your
understanding of the topic about which you are writing.

To help you get started as a contributing member of a community of scholars,
we will first explore how your research can support the writing process that
you began to develop in Composition I. You will recall that the PWR Method

is a process based on pre-writing, writing, editing, and proofreading, so it is probably no surprise to learn that
effective research follows a similar process and is based on similar methods of preparation and analysis.

By mastering the essentials of effective research, you can train yourself to think more carefully about your work at
every stage of the writing process. For example, you probably know how much a good quote can help to
emphasize an important point, but you may not be conscious of how helpful general background research can be
in the very earliest phases of your writing, when you are just beginning to refine your topic and clarify your thesis
and argument.

As we continue to build your experience as a member of a research community, we will explore how effective
research can help you appeal to specific audiences and more clearly define the purpose of your writing.
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WHAT IS A RESEARCH PAPER?

This section will explore the definition and application of the term “research paper.”

ACADEMIC RESEARCH WRITING: WHAT IS IT?

Writing That Isn’t “Research Writing”

Not all useful and valuable writing automatically involves research or can be called “academic research writing.”

• While poets, playwrights, and novelists frequently do research and base their writings on that research,While poets, playwrights, and novelists frequently do research and base their writings on that research,
what they produce doesn’t constitute academic research writing.what they produce doesn’t constitute academic research writing. The film Shakespeare in Love
incorporated facts about Shakespeare’s life and work to tell a touching, entertaining, and interesting
story, but it was nonetheless a work of fiction since the writers, director, and actors clearly took liberties
with the facts in order to tell their story. If you were writing a research project for a literature class which
focuses on Shakespeare, you would not want to use Shakespeare in Love as evidence about how
Shakespeare wrote his plays.

• Essay exams are usually not a form of research writing.Essay exams are usually not a form of research writing. When an instructor gives an essay exam, she
usually is asking students to write about what they learned from the class readings, discussions, and
lecturers. While writing essay exams demand an understanding of the material, this isn’t research writing
because instructors aren’t expecting students to do additional research on the topic.

• All sorts of other kinds of writing we read and write all the time—letters, emails, journal entries,All sorts of other kinds of writing we read and write all the time—letters, emails, journal entries,
instructions, etc.—are not research writing.instructions, etc.—are not research writing. Some writers include research in these and other forms of
personal writing, and practicing some of these types of writing—particularly when you are trying to come
up with an idea to write and research about in the first place—can be helpful in thinking through a
research project. But when we set about to write a research project, most of us don’t have these sorts of
personal writing genres in mind.

So, what is “research writing”?

Research writing is writing that uses evidence (from journals, books, magazines, the Internet, experts, etc.)Research writing is writing that uses evidence (from journals, books, magazines, the Internet, experts, etc.)
to persuade or inform an audience about a particular point.to persuade or inform an audience about a particular point.
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Research writing exists in a variety of different forms. For
example, academics, journalists, or other researchers
write articles for journals or magazines; academics,
professional writers and almost anyone create web pages
that both use research to make some sort of point and
that show readers how to find more research on a
particular topic. All of these types of writing projects can
be done by a single writer who seeks advice from others,
or by a number of writers who collaborate on the project.

Academic research writingresearch writing— is a form of research writing.
How is academic research writing different from other
kinds of writing that involve research? Academic research
projects come in a variety of shapes and forms. But in
brief, academic research writing projects are a bit different
from other kinds of research writing projects in three
significant ways:

• Thesis: Academic research projects are organized around a point or a “thesis” that members of theThesis: Academic research projects are organized around a point or a “thesis” that members of the
intended audience would not accept as “common sense.”intended audience would not accept as “common sense.” What an audience accepts as “common
sense” depends a great deal on the audience, which is one of the many reasons why what “counts” as
academic research varies from field to field. But audiences want to learn something new either by being
informed about something they knew nothing about before or by reading a unique interpretation on the
issue or the evidence.

• Evidence: Academic research projects rely almost exclusively on evidence in order to support this point.Evidence: Academic research projects rely almost exclusively on evidence in order to support this point.
Academic research writers use evidence in order to convince their audiences that the point they are
making is right. Of course, all writing uses other means of persuasion—appeals to emotion, to logic, to
the credibility of the author, and so forth. But the readers of academic research writing projects are likely
to be more persuaded by good evidence than by anything else.“Evidence,” the information you use to
support your point, includes readings you find in the library (journal and magazine articles, books,
newspapers, and many other kinds of documents); materials from the Internet (web pages, information
from databases, other Internet-based forums); and information you might be able to gather in other ways
(interviews, field research, experiments, and so forth).

• Citation: Academic research projects use a detailed citation process in order to demonstrate to theirCitation: Academic research projects use a detailed citation process in order to demonstrate to their
readers where the evidence that supports the writer’s point came from.readers where the evidence that supports the writer’s point came from. Unlike most types of “non-
academic” research writing, academic research writers provide their readers with a great deal of detail
about where they found the evidence they are using to support their point. This processes is called
citation, or “citing” of evidence. It can sometimes seem intimidating and confusing to writers new to the
process of academic research writing, but it is really nothing more than explaining to your reader where
your evidence came from.

The Process of Research Writing

Writing as a Process: A Brief Explanation and Map

No essay, story, or book simply “appeared” one day from the writer’s brain; rather, all writings are made after the
writer, with the help of others, works through the process of writing.

Generally speaking, the process of writing involves:

• Coming up with an idea (sometimes called brainstorming, invention or “pre-writing”);
• Writing a rough draft of that idea;
• Showing that rough draft to others to get feedback (peers, instructors, colleagues, etc.);
• Revising the draft (sometimes many times); and
• Proof-reading and editing to correct minor mistakes and errors.

An added component in the writing process of research projects is, obviously, research. Rarely does research
begin before at least some initial writing (even if it is nothing more than brainstorming or pre-writing exercises),
and research is usually not completed until after the entire writing project is completed. Rather, research comes in
to play at all parts of the process and can have a dramatic effect on the other parts of the process. Chances are
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you will need to do at least some simple research to develop an idea to write about in the first place. You might do
the bulk of your research as you write your rough draft, though you will almost certainly have to do more research
based on the revisions that you decide to make to your project.

There are two other things to think about within this simplified version of the process of writing. First, the processFirst, the process
of writing always takes place for somereason or purpose and within some context that potentially change the wayof writing always takes place for somereason or purpose and within some context that potentially change the way
you do these steps.you do these steps. The process that you will go through in writing for this class will be different from the process
you go through in responding to an essay question on a Sociology midterm or from sending an email to a friend.
This is true in part because your purposes for writing these different kinds of texts are simply different.

Second, the process of writing isn’t quite as linear and straight-forward as thisSecond, the process of writing isn’t quite as linear and straight-forward as this list might suggest.list might suggest. Writers generally
have to start by coming up with an idea, but writers often go back to their original idea and make changes in it
after they write several drafts, do research, talk with others, and so on. The writing process might be more
accurately represented like this:

Seem complicated? It is, or at least it can be.

So, instead of thinking of the writing process as an ordered list, you should think of it more as a “web” where
different points can and do connect with each other in many different ways, and a process that changes according
to the demands of each writing project. While you might write an essay where you follow the steps in the writing
process in order (from coming up with an idea all the way to proofreading), writers also find themselves following
the writing process out of order all the time. That’s okay. The key thing to remember about the writing process is
that it is a process made up of many different steps, and writers are rarely successful if they “just write.”
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THE PURPOSE OF RESEARCH WRITING

LEARNING OBJECTIVESLEARNING OBJECTIVES

By the end of this section, you will be able to:

• Identify reasons to research writing projects.
• Outline the steps of the research writing process.
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Why was the Great Wall of China built? What have scientists learned about the possibility of life on Mars? What
roles did women play in the American Revolution? How does the human brain create, store, and retrieve
memories? Who invented the game of football, and how has it changed over the years?

You may know the answers to these questions off the top of your head. If you are like most people, however, you
find answers to tough questions like these by searching the Internet, visiting the library, or asking others for
information. To put it simply, you perform research.

Whether you are a scientist, an artist, a paralegal, or a parent, you probably perform research in your everyday
life. When your boss, your instructor, or a family member asks you a question that you do not know the answer to,
you locate relevant information, analyze your findings, and share your results. Locating, analyzing, and sharing
information are key steps in the research process, and in this chapter, you will learn more about each step. By
developing your research writing skills, you will prepare yourself to answer any question no matter how
challenging.

Reasons for Research

When you perform research, you are essentially trying to solve a mystery—you want to know how something
works or why something happened. In other words, you want to answer a question that you (and other people)
have about the world. This is one of the most basic reasons for performing research.

But the research process does not end when you have solved your mystery. Imagine what would happen if a
detective collected enough evidence to solve a criminal case, but she never shared her solution with the
authorities. Presenting what you have learned from research can be just as important as performing the research.
Research results can be presented in a variety of ways, but one of the most popular—and effective—presentation
forms is the research paper. A research paper presents an original thesis, or purpose statement, about a topic
and develops that thesis with information gathered from a variety of sources.

If you are curious about the possibility of life on Mars, for example, you might choose to research the topic. What
will you do, though, when your research is complete? You will need a way to put your thoughts together in a
logical, coherent manner. You may want to use the facts you have learned to create a narrative or to support an
argument. And you may want to show the results of your research to your friends, your teachers, or even the
editors of magazines and journals. Writing a research paper is an ideal way to organize thoughts, craft narratives
or make arguments based on research, and share your newfound knowledge with the world.
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Research Writing and the Academic Paper

No matter what field of study you are interested in, you will
most likely be asked to write a research paper during your
academic career. For example, a student in an art history
course might write a research paper about an artist’s work.
Similarly, a student in a psychology course might write a
research paper about current findings in childhood
development.

Having to write a research paper may feel intimidating at
first. After all, researching and writing a long paper requires
a lot of time, effort, and organization. However, writing a
research paper can also be a great opportunity to explore a
topic that is particularly interesting to you. The research
process allows you to gain expertise on a topic of your
choice, and the writing process helps you remember what
you have learned and understand it on a deeper level.

Research Writing at Work

Knowing how to write a good research paper is a valuable skill that will serve you well throughout your career.
Whether you are developing a new product, studying the best way to perform a procedure, or learning about
challenges and opportunities in your field of employment, you will use research techniques to guide your
exploration. You may even need to create a written report of your findings. And because effective communication
is essential to any company, employers seek to hire people who can write clearly and professionally.

Writing at Work

Take a few minutes to think about each of the following careers. How might each of these professionals use
researching and research writing skills on the job?

• Medical laboratory technician
• Small business owner
• Information technology professional
• Freelance magazine writer

A medical laboratory technician or information technology professional might do research to learn about the latest
technological developments in either of these fields. A small business owner might conduct research to learn
about the latest trends in his or her industry. A freelance magazine writer may need to research a given topic to
write an informed, up-to-date article.

Steps of the Research Writing Process

How does a research paper grow from a folder of brainstormed notes to a polished final draft? No two projects are
identical, but most projects follow a series of six basic steps.

These are the steps in the research writing process:

1. Choose a topic.
2. Plan and schedule time to research and write.
3. Conduct research.
4. Organize research and ideas.
5. Draft your paper.
6. Revise and edit your paper.
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Each of these steps will be discussed in more detail later in this chapter. For now, though, we will take a brief look
at what each step involves.

Step 1: Choosing a Topic

To narrow the focus of your topic, you may try freewriting exercises, such as brainstorming. You may also need to
ask a specific research question—a broad, open-ended question that will guide your research—as well as
propose a possible answer, or a working thesis. You may use your research question and your working thesis to
create a research proposal. In a research proposal, you present your main research question, any related
subquestions you plan to explore, and your working thesis.

Step 2: Planning and Scheduling

Before you start researching your topic, take time to plan your researching and writing schedule. Research
projects can take days, weeks, or even months to complete. Creating a schedule is a good way to ensure that you
do not end up being overwhelmed by all the work you have to do as the deadline approaches.

During this step of the process, it is also a good idea to plan the resources and organizational tools you will use to
keep yourself on track throughout the project. Flowcharts, calendars, and checklists can all help you stick to your
schedule.

Step 3: Conducting Research

When going about your research, you will likely use a variety of sources—anything from books and periodicals to
video presentations and in-person interviews.

Your sources will include both primary sources and secondary sources. Primary sources provide firsthand
information or raw data. For example, surveys, in-person interviews, and historical documents are primary
sources. Secondary sources, such as biographies, literary reviews, or magazine articles, include some analysis or
interpretation of the information presented. As you conduct research, you will take detailed, careful notes about
your discoveries. You will also evaluate the reliability of each source you find.
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Step 4: Organizing Research and the Writer’s Ideas

When your research is complete, you will organize your findings and decide which sources to cite in your paper.
You will also have an opportunity to evaluate the evidence you have collected and determine whether it supports
your thesis, or the focus of your paper. You may decide to adjust your thesis or conduct additional research to
ensure that your thesis is well supported.

TipTip

Remember, your working thesis is not set in stone. You can and should change your working thesis
throughout the research writing process if the evidence you find does not support your original thesis. Never
try to force evidence to fit your argument. For example, your working thesis is “Mars cannot support life-
forms.” Yet, a week into researching your topic, you find an article in the New York Times detailing new
findings of bacteria under the Martian surface. Instead of trying to argue that bacteria are not life forms, you
might instead alter your thesis to “Mars cannot support complex life-forms.”

Step 5: Drafting Your Paper

Now you are ready to combine your research findings with your critical analysis of the results in a rough draft. You
will incorporate source materials into your paper and discuss each source thoughtfully in relation to your thesis or
purpose statement.

When you cite your reference sources, it is important to pay close attention to standard conventions for citing
sources in order to avoid plagiarism, or the practice of using someone else’s words without acknowledging the
source. Later in this chapter, you will learn how to incorporate sources in your paper and avoid some of the most
common pitfalls of attributing information.

Step 6: Revising and Editing Your Paper

In the final step of the research writing process, you will revise and polish your paper. You might reorganize your
paper’s structure or revise for unity and cohesion, ensuring that each element in your paper flows into the next
logically and naturally. You will also make sure that your paper uses an appropriate and consistent tone.

Once you feel confident in the strength of your writing, you will edit your paper for proper spelling, grammar,
punctuation, mechanics, and formatting. When you complete this final step, you will have transformed a simple
idea or question into a thoroughly researched and well-written paper you can be proud of!

Key TakeawaysKey Takeaways

• People undertake research projects throughout their academic and professional careers in order to
answer specific questions, share their findings with others, increase their understanding of
challenging topics, and strengthen their researching, writing, and analytical skills.

• The research writing process generally comprises six steps: choosing a topic, scheduling and
planning time for research and writing, conducting research, organizing research and ideas, drafting
a paper, and revising and editing the paper.

ExercisesExercises

1. Write a paragraph about a time when you used research in your everyday life. Did you look for the cheapest
way to travel from Houston to Denver? Did you search for a way to remove gum from the bottom of your
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shoe? In your paragraph, explain what you wanted to research, how you performed the research, and what
you learned as a result.

2. Think about the job of your dreams. How might you use research writing skills to perform that job? Create a
list of ways in which strong researching, organizing, writing, and critical thinking skills could help you succeed
at your dream job. How might these skills help you obtain that job?
3. Review the steps of the research writing process. Then answer the questions on your own sheet of paper.

• In which steps of the research writing process are you allowed to change your thesis?
• In step 2, which types of information should you include in your project schedule?
• What might happen if you eliminated step 4 from the research writing process?

Licensing & AttributionsLicensing & Attributions

CC licensed content, OriginalCC licensed content, Original

• Image of Picture Dice. Authored byAuthored by: quicksandala. Provided byProvided by: MorgueFile. Located atLocated at: http://mrg.bz/ns1uGN. LicenseLicense: All Rights Reserved. License TermsLicense Terms: Free to remix, commercial use, no attribution required.
http://www.morguefile.com/license/morguefile

CC licensed content, Shared previouslyCC licensed content, Shared previously

• Successful Writing, Section 11.1: The Purpose of Research Writing. Authored byAuthored by: Anonymous. Located atLocated at: http://2012books.lardbucket.org/books/successful-writing/index.html. LicenseLicense: CC BY-NC-SA: Attribution-
NonCommercial-ShareAlike

• Image of Writing with Pencil. Authored byAuthored by: Etienne. Located atLocated at: https://www.flickr.com/photos/kmlz/2913884347/in/photolist-5ruqii-4x7jUo-4nPVSn-jTqbrM-NSo35-4E74sS-7Fvho1-5WLNWm-5iJp6M-
dBT52V-7YnRkk-3krR3L-7QVbY9-64EXQ5-qN4T-cFssXu-dGwfTC-8NyKfJ-6keSjR-nNoKHj-5FDznX-333FS1-az5spi-7NcEL3-db2aKJ-arK7a4-9bgigX-7hY8Sp-5gkbti-sTQ6m-risk3-3L9AD-
K4so7-2bvY2T-6dz5kg-4EoyQv-4g8PTX-4tbcXt-fjJZQT-sj4t8-5eFJQt-G1SQL-o713u-4B8hPR-a3wnX-5fpR4y-3UaPY6-8YaWba-d7diQf-2oejd. LicenseLicense: CC BY-NC-ND: Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives

MANAGING YOUR RESEARCH PROJECT

LEARNING OBJECTIVESLEARNING OBJECTIVES

By the end of this section, you will be able to:

• Identify reasons for outlining the scope and sequence of a research project.
• Recognize the steps of the research writing process.
• Develop a plan for managing time and resources to complete the research project on time.
• Identify organizational tools and strategies to use in managing the project.

The prewriting you have completed so far has helped you begin to plan the content of your research paper—your
topic, research questions, and preliminary thesis. It is equally important to plan out the process of researching and
writing the paper. Although some types of writing assignments can be completed relatively quickly, developing a
good research paper is a complex process that takes time. Breaking it into manageable steps is crucial. Review
the steps outlined at the beginning of this chapter.

Steps to Writing a Research Paper

1. Choose a topic.
2. Schedule and plan time for research and writing.
3. Conduct research.
4. Organize research
5. Draft your paper.
6. Revise and edit your paper.

You have already completed step 1. In this section, you will complete step 2. The remaining steps fall under two
broad categories—the research phase of the project (steps 3 and 4) and the writing phase (steps 5 and 6). Both
phases present challenges. Understanding the tasks involved and allowing enough time to complete each task
will help you complete your research paper on time with a minimal amount of stress.
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Planning Your Project

Each step of a research project requires time and attention. Careful planning helps ensure that you will keep your
project running smoothly and produce your best work. Set up a project schedule that shows when you will
complete each step. Think about how you will complete each step and what project resources you will use.
Resources may include anything from library databases and word-processing software to interview subjects and
writing tutors.

To develop your schedule, use a calendar and work backward from the date your final draft is due. Generally, it is
wise to divide half of the available time on the research phase of the project and half on the writing phase. For
example, if you have a month to work, plan for two weeks for each phase. If you have a full semester, plan to
begin research early and to start writing by the middle of the term. You might think that no one really works that
far ahead, but try it. You will probably be pleased with the quality of your work and with the reduction in your
stress level.

As you plan, break down major steps into smaller tasks if necessary. For example, step 3, conducting research,
involves locating potential sources, evaluating their usefulness and reliability, reading, and taking notes. Defining
these smaller tasks makes the project more manageable by giving you concrete goals to achieve.

Jorge had six weeks to complete his research project. Working backward from a due date of May 2, he mapped
out a schedule for completing his research by early April so that he would have ample time to write. Jorge chose
to write his schedule in his weekly planner to help keep himself on track.

Review Jorge’s schedule. Key target dates are shaded. Note that Jorge planned times to use available resources
by visiting the library and writing center and by meeting with his instructor.

TipTip

Plan your schedule realistically, and consider other commitments that may sometimes take precedence. A
business trip or family visit may mean that you are unable to work on the research project for a few days.
Make the most of the time you have available. Plan for unexpected interruptions, but keep in mind that a short
time away from the project may help you come back to it with renewed enthusiasm. Another strategy many
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writers find helpful is to finish each day’s work at a point when the next task is an easy one. That makes it
easier to start again.

Writing at Work

When you create a project schedule at work, you set target dates for completing certain tasks and identify the
resources you plan to use on the project. It is important to build in some flexibility. Materials may not be received
on time because of a shipping delay. An employee on your team may be called away to work on a higher-priority
project. Essential equipment may malfunction. You should always plan for the unexpected.

Staying Organized

Although setting up a schedule is easy, sticking to one is challenging. Even if you are the rare person who never
procrastinates, unforeseen events may interfere with your ability to complete tasks on time. A self-imposed
deadline may slip your mind despite your best intentions. Organizational tools—calendars, checklists, note cards,
software, and so forth—can help you stay on track.

Throughout your project, organize both your time and your resources systematically. Review your schedule
frequently and check your progress. It helps to post your schedule in a place where you will see it every day. Both
personal and workplace e-mail systems usually include a calendar feature where you can record tasks, arrange to
receive daily reminders, and check off completed tasks. Electronic devices such as smartphones have similar
features.

Organize project documents in a binder or electronic folder, and label project documents and folders clearly. Use
note cards or an electronic document to record bibliographical information for each source you plan to use in your
paper. Tracking this information throughout the research process can save you hours of time when you create
your references page.

TipTip

Some people enjoy using the most up-to-date technology to help them stay organized. Other people prefer
simple methods, such as crossing off items on a checklist. The key to staying organized is finding a system
you like enough to use daily. The particulars of the method are not important as long as you are consistent.

Anticipating Challenges

Do any of these scenarios sound familiar? You have identified a book that would be a great resource for your
project, but it is currently checked out of the library. You planned to interview a subject matter expert on your
topic, but she calls to reschedule your meeting. You have begun writing your draft, but now you realize that you
will need to modify your thesis and conduct additional research. Or you have finally completed your draft when
your computer crashes, and days of hard work disappear in an instant.

These troubling situations are all too common. No matter how carefully you plan your schedule, you may
encounter a glitch or setback. Managing your project effectively means anticipating potential problems, taking
steps to minimize them where possible, and allowing time in your schedule to handle any setbacks.

Many times a situation becomes a problem due only to lack of planning. For example, if a book is checked out of
your local library, it might be available through interlibrary loan, which usually takes a few days for the library staff
to process. Alternatively, you might locate another, equally useful source. If you have allowed enough time for
research, a brief delay will not become a major setback.

You can manage other potential problems by staying organized and maintaining a take-charge attitude. Take a
minute each day to save a backup copy of your work on a portable hard drive. Maintain detailed note cards and
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source cards as you conduct research—doing so will make citing sources in your draft infinitely easier. If you run
into difficulties with your research or your writing, ask your instructor for help, or make an appointment with a
writing tutor.

Writing at Work

In the workplace, documents prepared at the beginning of a project often include a detailed plan for risk
management. When you manage a project, it makes sense to anticipate and prepare for potential setbacks. For
example, to roll out a new product line, a software development company must strive to complete tasks on a
schedule in order to meet the new product release date. The project manager may need to adjust the project plan
if one or more tasks fall behind schedule.

Key TakeawaysKey Takeaways

• To complete a research project successfully, a writer must carefully manage each phase of the
process and break major steps into smaller tasks.

• Writers can plan a research project by setting up a schedule based on the deadline and by identifying
useful project resources.

• Writers stay focused by using organizational tools that suit their needs.
• Anticipating and planning for potential setbacks can help writers avoid those setbacks or minimize

their effect on the project schedule.

ExercisesExercises

1. Working backward from the date your final draft is due, create a project schedule. You may choose to write
a sequential list of tasks or record tasks on a calendar.

• Check your schedule to be sure that you have broken each step into smaller tasks and assigned a
target completion date to each key task.

• Review your target dates to make sure they are realistic. Always allow a little more time than you
think you will actually need.

2. Revisit the schedule you created in #1. Transfer it into a format that will help you stay on track from day to
day. You may wish to input it into your smartphone, write it in a weekly planner, post it by your desk, or have
your e-mail account send you daily reminders. Consider setting up a buddy system with a classmate that will
help you both stay on track.
3. Identify five potential problems you might encounter in the process of researching and writing your paper.
Write them on a separate sheet of paper. For each problem, write at least one strategy for solving the problem
or minimizing its effect on your project.
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PREPARING YOUR RESEARCH

This section will guide you in preparing your research.
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THE SEVEN STEPS OF THE RESEARCH PROCESS

The following seven steps outline a simple and effective strategy for finding information for a research paper and
documenting the sources you find. Depending on your topic and your familiarity with the library, you may need to
rearrange or recycle these steps. Adapt this outline to your needs.

Step 1: Identify and Develop Your Topic

State your topic idea as a question. For example, if you are interested in finding out about use of alcoholic
beverages by college students, you might pose the question, “What effect does use of alcoholic beverages have
on the health of college students?” Identify the main concepts or keywords in your question. In this case they are
alcoholic beverages, health, and college students.

Step 2: Find Background Information

After you identify your research topic and some keywords that describe it, find and read articles in subject
encyclopedias, dictionaries, and handbooks. These articles will help you understand the context (historical,
cultural, disciplinary) of your topic. They are the foundation supporting further research. The most common
background sources are subject encyclopedias and dictionariesfrom our print and online reference
collection. Class textbooks also provide definitions of terms and background information.

Look up your keywords in the indexes to subject encyclopedias. Read articles in these encyclopedias to set the
context for your research. Note any relevant items in the bibliographies at the end of the encyclopedia articles.
Additional background information may be found in your lecture notes, textbooks, and reserve readings.

Tip: Exploit BibliographiesTip: Exploit Bibliographies

• Read the background information and note any useful sources (books, journals, magazines, etc.)
listed in the bibliography at the end of the encyclopedia article or dictionary entry. The sources cited
in the bibliography are good starting points for further research.

• Look up these sources in our catalogs and periodical databases. Check the subject headings listed
in the subject field of the online record for these books and articles. Then do subject searches using
those subject headings to locate additional titles.

• Remember that many of the books and articles you find will themselves have bibliographies. Check
these bibliographies for additional useful resources for your research.

By using this technique of routinely following up on sources cited in bibliographies, you can generate a
surprisingly large number of books and articles on your topic in a relatively short time.

Step 3: Use Catalogs to Find Books and Media

Use guided keyword searching to find materials by topic or subject. Print or write down the citation (author,
title,etc.) and the location information (call number and library). Note the circulation status. When you pull the
book from the shelf, scan the bibliography for additional sources. Watch for book-length bibliographies and annual
reviews on your subject; they list citations to hundreds of books and articles in one subject area.

Watch this video online: https://youtu.be/R1yNDvmjqaE
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Step 4: Use Indexes to Find Periodical Articles

Use periodical indexes and abstracts to find citations to articles. The indexes and abstracts may be in print or
computer-based formats or both. Choose the indexes and format best suited to your particular topic; ask at the
reference desk of your library if you need help figuring out which index and format will be best.

You can find periodical articles by the article author, title, or keyword by using periodical indexes. If the full text is
not linked in the index you are using, write down the citation from the index and search for the title of the
periodical in your library’s catalog.

Step 5: Find Internet Resources

Use search engines. Check to see if your class has a bibliography or research guide created by librarians. Some
search tools include:

• Search Engines – Comparison table of recommended search engines; how search engines work
• Subject Directories – Table comparing some of the best human-selected collections of web pages
• Meta-Search Engines – Use at your own risk: not recommended as a substitute for directly using search

engines
• Invisible Web – What it is, how to find it, and its inherent ambiguity (searchable databases on the Web)

Step 6: Evaluate What You Find

Critically Analyzing Information Sources

Initial Appraisal

Author

1. What are the author’s credentials–institutional affiliation (where he or she works), educational
background, past writings, or experience? Is the book or article written on a topic in the author’s area of
expertise? You can use the various Who’s Who publications for the U.S. and other countries and for
specific subjects and the biographical information located in the publication itself to help determine the
author’s affiliation and credentials.

2. Has your instructor mentioned this author? Have you seen the author’s name cited in other sources or
bibliographies? Respected authors are cited frequently by other scholars. For this reason, always note
those names that appear in many different sources.

3. Is the author associated with a reputable institution or organization? What are the basic values or goals
of the organization or institution?

Date of Publication

1. When was the source published? This date is often located on the face of the title page below the name
of the publisher. If it is not there, look for the copyright date on the reverse of the title page. On Web
pages, the date of the last revision is usually at the bottom of the home page, sometimes every page.

2. Is the source current or out-of-date for your topic? Topic areas of continuing and rapid development,
such as the sciences, demand more current information. On the other hand, topics in the humanities
often require material that was written many years ago. At the other extreme, some news sources on the
Web now note the hour and minute that articles are posted on their site.

Edition or Revision

Is this a first edition of this publication or not? Further editions indicate a source has been revised and updated to
reflect changes in knowledge, include omissions, and harmonize with its intended reader’s needs. Also, many
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printings or editions may indicate that the work has become a standard source in the area and is reliable. If you
are using a Web source, do the pages indicate revision dates?

Publisher

Note the publisher. If the source is published by a university press, it is likely to be scholarly. Although the fact
that the publisher is reputable does not necessarily guarantee quality, it does show that the publisher may have
high regard for the source being published.

Title of Journal

Is this a scholarly or a popular journal? This distinction is important because it indicates different levels of
complexity in conveying ideas. If you need help in determining the type of journal, see Distinguishing Scholarly
from Non-Scholarly Periodicals. Or you may wish to check your journal title in the latest edition of Katz’s
Magazines for Libraries (Olin Ref Z 6941 .K21, shelved at the reference desk) for a brief evaluative description.

Critical Analysis of the Content

Content Analysis

Having made an initial appraisal, you should now examine the body of the source. Read the preface to determine
the author’s intentions for the book. Scan the table of contents and the index to get a broad overview of the
material it covers. Note whether bibliographies are included. Read the chapters that specifically address your
topic. Reading the article abstract and scanning the table of contents of a journal or magazine issue is also useful.
As with books, the presence and quality of a bibliography at the end of the article may reflect the care with which
the authors have prepared their work.

Intended Audience

What type of audience is the author addressing? Is the publication aimed at a specialized or a general audience?
Is this source too elementary, too technical, too advanced, or just right for your needs?

Objective Reasoning

1. Is the information covered fact, opinion, or propaganda? It is not always easy to separate fact from
opinion. Facts can usually be verified; opinions, though they may be based on factual information, evolve
from the interpretation of facts. Skilled writers can make you think their interpretations are facts.

2. Does the information appear to be valid and well-researched, or is it questionable and unsupported by
evidence? Assumptions should be reasonable. Note errors or omissions.

3. Are the ideas and arguments advanced more or less in line with other works you have read on the same
topic? The more radically an author departs from the views of others in the same field, the more carefully
and critically you should scrutinize his or her ideas.

4. Is the author’s point of view objective and impartial? Is the language free of emotion-arousing words and
bias?

Coverage

1. Does the work update other sources, substantiate other materials you have read, or add new
information? Does it extensively or marginally cover your topic? You should explore enough sources to
obtain a variety of viewpoints.

2. Is the material primary or secondary in nature? Primary sources are the raw material of the research
process. Secondary sources are based on primary sources. For example, if you were researching
Konrad Adenauer’s role in rebuilding West Germany after World War II, Adenauer’s own writings would
be one of many primary sources available on this topic. Others might include relevant government
documents and contemporary German newspaper articles. Scholars use this primary material to help
generate historical interpretations–a secondary source. Books, encyclopedia articles, and scholarly
journal articles about Adenauer’s role are considered secondary sources. In the sciences, journal articles
and conference proceedings written by experimenters reporting the results of their research are primary
documents. Choose both primary and secondary sources when you have the opportunity.
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Writing Style

Is the publication organized logically? Are the main points clearly presented? Do you find the text easy to read, or
is it stilted or choppy? Is the author’s argument repetitive?

Evaluative Reviews

1. Locate critical reviews of books in a reviewing source, such as Summon’s Advanced Search, Book
Review Index, Book Review Digest, and ProQuest Research Library. Is the review positive? Is the book
under review considered a valuable contribution to the field? Does the reviewer mention other books that
might be better? If so, locate these sources for more information on your topic.

2. Do the various reviewers agree on the value or attributes of the book or has it aroused controversy
among the critics?

3. For Web sites, consider consulting one of the evaluation and reviewing sources on the Internet.

Video: How to Identify Scholarly Articles

Watch this video online: https://youtu.be/uDGJ2CYfY9A

Video: How to Identify Substantive News Articles

Watch this video online: https://youtu.be/QAiJL5B5esM

Step 7: Cite What You Find Using a Standard Format

Give credit where credit is due; cite your sources.

Citing or documenting the sources used in your research serves two purposes, it gives proper credit to the
authors of the materials used, and it allows those who are reading your work to duplicate your research and
locate the sources that you have listed as references. Knowingly representing the work of others as your own is
plagiarism. Use one of the styles listed below or another style approved by your instructor.

Modern Language Association (MLA)

MLA Handbook for Writers of Research Papers. 7th ed. New York: MLA, 2009.

This handbook is intended as an aid for college students writing research papers. Included here is information on
selecting a topic, researching the topic, note taking, the writing of footnotes and bibliographies, as well as sample
pages of a research paper. Useful for the beginning researcher.

American Psychological Association (APA)

Publication Manual of the American Psychological Association. 6th ed. Washington: APA, 2010

The authoritative style manual for anyone writing in the field of psychology. Useful for the social sciences
generally. Chapters discuss the content and organization of a manuscript, writing style, the American
Psychological Association citation style, and typing, mailing and proofreading.

Research TipsResearch Tips

• Work from the general to the specific. Find background information first, then use more specific and
recent sources.

• Record what you find and where you found it. Record the complete citation for each source you find;
you may need it again later.
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• Translate your topic into the subject language of the indexes and catalogs you use. Check your topic
words against a thesaurus or subject heading list.
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WHAT IS YOUR RESEARCH COMMUNITY?

This section will help you identify your research community.

SAMPLE ASSIGNMENT: ANALYZE YOUR
DISCOURSE COMMUNITIES

In this activity, you will consider your discourse community, or the group of people that you share common
interests and who discuss topics important to the group.

Before you begin any research project, it is important to understand your discourse community. This will lead you
to the most appropriate places to conduct your research and will help you speak to your audience in a language
they understand and relate to.

Directions:

1. List all intellectual and discourse communities to which you belong.

2. Respond to the following in an essay analyzing your discourse communities.

What topics of discussion, issues, problems, or concerns keep these communities together? And what constitutes
new knowledge for your group? Is it created experimentally, through discussion, or through a combination of
these two and other methods?

How would you characterize the kinds of language which each of these communities use? Is it formal, informal,
complex, simple, and so on? How are the community’s reasons for existence you listed in the first question
reflected in their language?

When you entered into the community, did you have to change your discourse, both oral and written, in any way,
to be accepted and to participate in the discussions of the community?

Does your community or group produce any written documents? These may include books, professional journals,
newsletters, and other documents. What is the purpose of those documents, their intended audience, and the
language that they use? How different are these documents from one community to the next?

2323

http://guides.library.cornell.edu/sevensteps
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
http://www.lib.berkeley.edu/TeachingLib/Guides/Internet/FindInfo.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
http://youtu.be/R1yNDvmjqaE
http://youtu.be/uDGJ2CYfY9A
http://youtu.be/QAiJL5B5esM


How often does a community you belong to come into contact with other intellectual and discourse groups? What
kinds of conversations take place? How are conflicts and disagreements negotiated and resolved? How does
each group adjust its discourse to hear the other side and be heard by it?

3. Format your paper consistent with MLA guidelines.

4. Upload your paper as a .doc, .docx, or .rtf file to the submission.
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IDENTIFYING AND UNDERSTANDING YOUR
AUDIENCE AND PURPOSE

This section will help you identify and understand your audience and purpose.

AUDIENCE

Read the follow article, which will help you understand and write for the appropriate audience when you write an
academic essay.

• Audience
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AUDIENCE AWARENESS

Knowing your audience—whether readers or listeners—will help you determine what information to include in a
document or presentation, as well as how to convey it most effectively. You should consider your audience when
choosing your tone, content, and language—or else your message may seem unfocused or inappropriate.

In the classroom, your audience is often your professor. However, some assignments are designed so that you
are addressing a secondary audience such as an expert in the field or the general public. Even when your
audience is your instructor, tailor your communication to meet expectations. For example, your professor may
expect you to demonstrate critical thinking or to employ an academic style.
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Audience Awareness in the Composing Process

You should consider your audience early in the course of writing documents or speeches, but not necessarily as
the first step. Worrying too much about accommodating an audience can inhibit early stages of composition. Do
some research and prewriting first. Once you’re knowledgeable about the topic and confident you have something
to say about it, consider how to make it interesting and significant for specific readers or listeners.

Here are some questions to ask when analyzing your audience:

• How much does the audience know about the subject? The level and type of knowledge your audience
already has determines how much background you need to provide, which terms will need definition or
explanation, and whether you’ll use an academic or familiar tone.

• How does the audience feel about your topic? You may need to convince a skeptical audience that your
views have merit. If the audience is biased against your stance, you’ll have to find ways to bring them
around to your viewpoint. In that case, finding common ground might be a good place to start.

• What new information can you provide? Consider why your topic is important to your audience and what
they can gain by giving you their attention. Can you motivate them to think more about your issue? To
take action?

• What is your relationship to the audience? Are you giving orders, suggestions, or advice? Your tone may
be more personal with a peer. If you’re an authority, you need to sound sure of yourself; if you’re a
subordinate, you need to show respect.

The Effect of Audience on Style

Your style is determined in part by your audience. Together, the following elements constitute style; adjust them
to reach your intended audience:

• Message. What does the audience care about, or what are they likely to act upon? What do they need to
know from you?

• Argument/Content. What sort of evidence would convince them? What would they need to hear to agree
with your argument? Would they appreciate a story or find it distracting?

• Word choice. Should you use jargon and slang? Formal or informal words? Contractions?
• Sentence type and length. Should you use long, complex sentences or short, simple ones? Can you use

fragments?
• Tone. Should it be personal or distanced, humorous or serious, formal or informal?

Reaching Out to the Audience in the Introduction

The introduction helps the audience decide if a text is worth reading or a speech is worth their attention. Consider
the choices the author makes in the following introduction:

Example 1

Natalie, 11, is a timid kid, and her parents, though possessing the best of intentions, aren’t making it any
easier for her. The Portland, Maine, sixth grader says, “I hate it when Mom and Dad get all supercheery and
say, ‘Don’t be shy. See how your sister Tracy does it? Just go up to that kid and say hi.’ But I’m not Tracy.
It’s really hard for me. I feel like everyone is watching me and waiting for me to mess up.”

The above is from a Good Housekeeping article, “10 Smart Ways to Help a Shy Child” by Beth Johns (March
2001, page 89). The intended audience is middle- class American women with at least a high school education.
The readers have children and know ways to deal with them, but are looking for something new. The writer
presents herself as a peer and draws interest immediately by using a human interest story about a particular child
to introduce the topic. Her tone is informal and her language is casual: “kid” instead of “child,” a contraction for
“are not,” and slang (“supercheery”). She uses active voice and short sentences. Compare Johns’ introduction
with “An Ambulatory Physiological Monitor for Animal Welfare Studies” in the scholarly journal Computers and
Electronics in Agriculture (2001, Volume 32, pages 181-194):

Example 2
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A fundamental problem in recording continuous and rapidly varying physiological signals such as the
electrocardiogram (ECG), electromyogram (EMG), or electroencephalogram (EEG) from freely-moving
subjects over extended periods of time is the large volume of data that must be collected. This problem is
further exacerbated when a number of signals and/or subjects are monitored simultaneously. In animal
welfare studies, researchers often wish to record multiple signals from multiple animals while the animals are
subjected to various stressors over periods of several weeks (Krantz and Falconer, 1995; Rollin, 1997).

Phillip J. Harris, Peter N. Schaare, Christian J. Cook, and Jon D. Henderson, the research team who wrote this,
are clearly addressing fellow researchers who want to gain detailed knowledge on a topic they’re familiar with.
Because these readers expect that the authors have read the most current literature on the topic, careful
documentation is provided within parentheses. The authors use formal language, passive voice (“data must be
collected”), jargon (“stressors”), and acronyms (“ECG”). Sentences tend to be long and use many modifiers. For
example, the opening sentence has 26 words separating the subject from the predicate.

Addressing a Diverse Audience

An additional but important factor to consider when writing a document or preparing a speech is the differences
that exist in our diverse society. Your goal should be to not only address your audience accurately and clearly, but
also in a socially acceptable and professional manner. The following are suggestions to help you adapt your
document or speech to meet this goal:

• Recognize your cultural filter. Cultures are not monolithic, but are formed from many factors such as
class, gender, generation, religion, or education. Your cultural filter shapes how you view the world and
can at times prevent understanding different backgrounds.

• Avoid ethnocentrism. Assuming that your culture’s values, customs, or beliefs are superior to another’s is
ethnocentrism. It’s an attitude that can alienate your audience. Be careful not to assume that all cultural
practices are shared. Suspend any judgments or cultural stereotypes. An example of an ethnocentric
attitude is assuming that everyone in your audience believes capitalism is the best economic system just
because that’s the system you live under.

• Be aware of gestures when speaking. In many cultures, different gestures have different meanings. For
example, in North America, eye contact is a sign of respect. However, in Japan and Korea, the same eye
contact is considered intimidating. Some gestures (sitting cross-legged, folding your arms) might be
acceptable in one culture, but may appear rude or defensive in another. When giving a speech, consider
whether your audiences might misconstrue any gestures you’re likely to make.

• Distinguish between people and their abilities. When referring to an individual with a disability, always
use people-first language. For example, instead of “the blind woman,” write “the woman who is blind.”
This will ensure the person is the focus of your message and not the disability. Also, avoid outdated
terms (“handicapped,” “crippled”) and never identify someone solely by that person’s disability (“a
quadriplegic,” “an epileptic.”).

• Adopt bias-free language. Biased language privileges one group or leaves out other groups or
individuals and often makes unwarranted assumptions. For example, using the term “flesh-colored”
assumes that every reader will have the same skin color—or that one color of skin is better than another.
Don’t write “the male lawyer” when it is unnecessary to signify the lawyer’s gender. Avoid mentioning a
person’s sex, gender, ethnic background, religion, disability, or physical characteristics without a
sufficient reason for doing so.

• Avoid sexist language and gender-specific terms. Sexist language creates stereotypes that assume one
gender is the norm. Nonsexist language refrains from addressing sex at all when it’s irrelevant. Gender-
specific words (policeman) stress one sex, excluding the other. Consider substituting gender-neutral
words (police officer).

• Acknowledge issues of oppression. Similar to ethnocentrism, the language we write or speak might
convey a negative bias towards individuals or groups. If your message stereotypes a group, even
unconsciously, you risk offending your audience. Examples of discriminating language to avoid include:

◦ Racism – Your audience will be diverse. By recognizing that there are many cultural frames of
reference, you’ll reach each reader or listener effectively. Unless it is necessary, avoid
references to ethnicity.

◦ Heterosexism – If your essay or speech depicts a relationship, don’t assume that each member
of your audience is heterosexual.

◦ Ageism – Many pervasive stereotypes exist with regard to the age of individuals. If you write or
speak about an elderly person, challenge discriminating ideas such as “old people are feeble”
or “teenagers lack wisdom.”
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◦ Sexism – While sexist language assumes one term for both genders, sexism suggests one sex
or gender is inferior to the other. To suggest that females are emotional and men are logical
privileges one sex over the other, while stereotyping that all of one sex have the same traits or
characteristics.
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PURPOSE, AUDIENCE, TONE, AND CONTENT

Learning Objectives
1. Identify the four common academic purposes.
2. Identify audience, tone, and content.
3. Apply purpose, audience, tone, and content to a specific assignment.

Imagine reading one long block of text, with each idea blurring into the next. Even if you are reading a thrilling
novel or an interesting news article, you will likely lose interest in what the author has to say very quickly. During
the writing process, it is helpful to position yourself as a reader. Ask yourself whether you can focus easily on
each point you make. One technique that effective writers use is to begin a fresh paragraph for each new idea
they introduce. Paragraphs separate ideas into logical, manageable chunks. One paragraph focuses on only one
main idea and presents coherent sentences to support that one point. Because all the sentences in one
paragraph support the same point, a paragraph may stand on its own. To create longer assignments and to
discuss more than one point, writers group together paragraphs. Three elements shape the content of each
paragraph:

1. Purpose. The reason the writer composes the paragraph.
2. Tone. The attitude the writer conveys about the paragraph’s subject.
3. Audience. The individual or group whom the writer intends to address.
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Figure 6.1 Purpose, Audience, Tone, and Content Triangle

The assignment’s purpose, audience, and tone dictate what the paragraph covers and how it will support one
main point. This section covers how purpose, audience, and tone affect reading and writing paragraphs.

Identifying Common Academic Purposes

The purpose for a piece of writing identifies the reason you write a particular document. Basically, the purpose of
a piece of writing answers the question “Why?” For example, why write a play? To entertain a packed theater.
Why write instructions to the babysitter? To inform him or her of your schedule and rules. Why write a letter to
your congressman? To persuade him to address your community’s needs. In academic settings, the reasons for
writing fulfill four main purposes: to summarize, to analyze, to synthesize, and to evaluate. You will encounter
these four purposes not only as you read for your classes but also as you read for work or pleasure. Because
reading and writing work together, your writing skills will improve as you read. To learn more about reading in the
writing process, see Chapter 8 “The Writing Process: How Do I Begin?”. Eventually, your instructors will ask you
to complete assignments specifically designed to meet one of the four purposes. As you will see, the purpose for
writing will guide you through each part of the paper, helping you make decisions about content and style. For
now, identifying these purposes by reading paragraphs will prepare you to write individual paragraphs and to build
longer assignments.

Summary Paragraphs

A summary shrinks a large amount of information into only the essentials. You probably summarize events,
books, and movies daily. Think about the last blockbuster movie you saw or the last novel you read. Chances are,
at some point in a casual conversation with a friend, coworker, or classmate, you compressed all the action in a
two-hour film or in a two-hundred-page book into a brief description of the major plot movements. While in
conversation, you probably described the major highlights, or the main points in just a few sentences, using your
own vocabulary and manner of speaking. Similarly, a summary paragraph condenses a long piece of writing into
a smaller paragraph by extracting only the vital information. A summary uses only the writer’s own words. Like the
summary’s purpose in daily conversation, the purpose of an academic summary paragraph is to maintain all the
essential information from a longer document. Although shorter than the original piece of writing, a summary
should still communicate all the key points and key support. In other words, summary paragraphs should be
succinct and to the point.
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A summary of the report should present all the main points and supporting details in brief. Read the following
summary of the report written by a student:

Brown et al. inform us that by tenth grade, nearly two-thirds of students have tried alcohol at least once, and
by twelfth grade this figure increases to over three-quarters of students. After high school, alcohol
consumption increases further, and college-aged students have the highest levels of alcohol consumption and

2929

https://textimgs.s3.amazonaws.com/successfulwriting/section_10/6b2135f4df1595577ae83e8b038ad414.jpg
https://textimgs.s3.amazonaws.com/successfulwriting/section_10/6b2135f4df1595577ae83e8b038ad414.jpg


dependence of any age group. Alcohol use varies according to factors such as gender, race, geographic
location, and socioeconomic status.
Some of these trends may reverse in early adulthood. For example, adolescents of lower socioeconomic
status are more likely to consume alcohol during high school years, whereas youth from higher socioeconomic
status are more likely to consume alcohol in the years after high school.

Notice how the summary retains the key points made by the writers of the original report but omits most of the
statistical data. Summaries need not contain all the specific facts and figures in the original document; they
provide only an overview of the essential information.

Analysis Paragraphs

An analysis separates complex materials in their different parts and studies how the parts relate to one another.
The analysis of simple table salt, for example, would require a deconstruction of its parts—the elements sodium
(Na) and chloride (Cl). Then, scientists would study how the two elements interact to create the compound NaCl,
or sodium chloride, which is also called simple table salt. Analysis is not limited to the sciences, of course. An
analysis paragraph in academic writing fulfills the same purpose. Instead of deconstructing compounds, academic
analysis paragraphs typically deconstruct documents. An analysis takes apart a primary source (an essay, a
book, an article, etc.) point by point. It communicates the main points of the document by examining individual
points and identifying how the points relate to one another. Take a look at a student’s analysis of the journal
report.

At the beginning of their report, Brown et al. use specific data regarding the use of alcohol by high school
students and college-aged students, which is supported by several studies. Later in the report, they consider
how various socioeconomic factors influence problem drinking in adolescence. The latter part of the report is
far less specific and does not provide statistics or examples.
The lack of specific information in the second part of the report raises several important questions. Why are
teenagers in rural high schools more likely to drink than teenagers in urban areas? Where do they obtain
alcohol? How do parental attitudes influence this trend? A follow-up study could compare several high schools
in rural and urban areas to consider these issues and potentially find ways to reduce teenage alcohol
consumption.

Notice how the analysis does not simply repeat information from the original report, but considers how the points
within the report relate to one another. By doing this, the student uncovers a discrepancy between the points that
are backed up by statistics and those that require additional information. Analyzing a document involves a close
examination of each of the individual parts and how they work together.

Synthesis Paragraphs

A synthesis combines two or more items to create an entirely new item. Consider the electronic musical
instrument aptly named the synthesizer. It looks like a simple keyboard but displays a dashboard of switches,
buttons, and levers. With the flip of a few switches, a musician may combine the distinct sounds of a piano, a
flute, or a guitar—or any other combination of instruments—to create a new sound. The purpose of the
synthesizer is to blend together the notes from individual instruments to form new, unique notes. The purpose of
an academic synthesis is to blend individual documents into a new document. An academic synthesis paragraph
considers the main points from one or more pieces of writing and links the main points together to create a new
point, one not replicated in either document. Take a look at a student’s synthesis of several sources about
underage drinking.

In their 2009 report, Brown et al. consider the rates of alcohol consumption among high school and college-
aged students and various sociodemographic factors that affect these rates. However, this report is limited to
assessing the rates of underage drinking, rather than considering methods of decreasing these rates. Several
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other studies, as well as original research among college students, provide insight into how these rates might
be reduced.
One study, by Spoth, Greenberg, and Turrisi (2009) considers the impact of various types of interventions as
a method for reducing alcohol consumption among minors. They conclude that although family-focused
interventions for adolescents aged ten to fifteen have shown promise, there is a serious lack of interventions
available for college-aged students who do not attend college. These students are among the highest risk
level for alcohol abuse, a fact supported by Brown, et al.
I did my own research and interviewed eight college students, four men and four women. I asked them when
they first tried alcohol and what factors encouraged them to drink. All four men had tried alcohol by the age of
thirteen. Three of the women had also tried alcohol by thirteen and the fourth had tried alcohol by fifteen. All
eight students said that peer pressure, boredom, and the thrill of trying something illegal were motivating
factors. These results support the research of Brown et al. However, they also raise an interesting point. If
boredom is a motivating factor for underage drinking, maybe additional after school programs or other
community measures could be introduced to dissuade teenagers from underage drinking. Based on my
sources, further research is needed to show true preventative measures for teenage alcohol consumption.

Notice how the synthesis paragraphs consider each source and use information from each to create a new thesis.
A good synthesis does not repeat information; the writer uses a variety of sources to create a new idea.

Evaluation Paragraphs

An evaluation judges the value of something and determines its worth. Evaluations in everyday experiences are
often not only dictated by set standards but also influenced by opinion and prior knowledge. For example, at work,
a supervisor may complete an employee evaluation by judging his subordinate’s performance based on the
company’s goals. If the company focuses on improving communication, the supervisor will rate the employee’s
customer service according to a standard scale. However, the evaluation still depends on the supervisor’s opinion
and prior experience with the employee. The purpose of the evaluation is to determine how well the employee
performs at his or her job. An academic evaluation communicates your opinion, and its justifications, about a
document or a topic of discussion. Evaluations are influenced by your reading of the document, your prior
knowledge, and your prior experience with the topic or issue. Because an evaluation incorporates your point of
view and reasons for your point of view, it typically requires more critical thinking and a combination of summary,
analysis, and synthesis skills. Thus evaluation paragraphs often follow summary, analysis, and synthesis
paragraphs. Read a student’s evaluation paragraph.

Throughout their report, Brown et al. provide valuable statistics that highlight the frequency of alcohol use
among high school and college students. They use several reputable sources to support their points.
However, the report focuses solely on the frequency of alcohol use and how it varies according to certain
sociodemographic factors. Other sources, such as Spoth, Greenberg, and Turrisi’s study (2009) and the
survey I conducted among college students, examine the results for alcohol use among young people and
offer suggestions as to how to reduce the rates. Nonetheless, I think that Brown et al. offer a useful set of
statistics from which to base further research into alcohol use among high school and college students.

Notice how the paragraph incorporates the student’s personal judgment within the evaluation. Evaluating a
document requires prior knowledge that is often based on additional research.

Tip

When reviewing directions for assignments, look for the verbs summarize, analyze, synthesize, or evaluate.
Instructors often use these words to clearly indicate the assignment’s purpose. These words will cue you on how
to complete the assignment because you will know its exact purpose.

Exercise 1

Read the following paragraphs about four films and then identify the purpose of each paragraph.
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1. This film could easily have been cut down to less than two hours. By the final scene, I noticed that most
of my fellow moviegoers were snoozing in their seats and were barely paying attention to what was
happening on screen. Although the director sticks diligently to the book, he tries too hard to cram in all
the action, which is just too ambitious for such a detail-oriented story. If you want my advice, read the
book and give the movie a miss.

2. During the opening scene, we learn that the character Laura is adopted and that she has spent the past
three years desperately trying to track down her real parents. Having exhausted all the usual
options—adoption agencies, online searches, family trees, and so on—she is on the verge of giving up
when she meets a stranger on a bus. The chance encounter leads to a complicated chain of events that
ultimately result in Laura getting her lifelong wish. But is it really what she wants? Throughout the rest of
the film, Laura discovers that sometimes the past is best left where it belongs.

3. To create the feeling of being gripped in a vice, the director, May Lee, uses a variety of elements to
gradually increase the tension. The creepy, haunting melody that subtly enhances the earlier scenes
becomes ever more insistent, rising to a disturbing crescendo toward the end of the movie. The
desperation of the actors, combined with the claustrophobic atmosphere and tight camera angles create
a realistic firestorm, from which there is little hope of escape. Walking out of the theater at the end feels
like staggering out of a Roman dungeon.

4. The scene in which Campbell and his fellow prisoners assist the guards in shutting down the riot
immediately strikes the viewer as unrealistic. Based on the recent reports on prison riots in both Detroit
and California, it seems highly unlikely that a posse of hardened criminals will intentionally help their
captors at the risk of inciting future revenge from other inmates. Instead, both news reports and
psychological studies indicate that prisoners who do not actively participate in a riot will go back to their
cells and avoid conflict altogether. Examples of this lack of attention to detail occur throughout the film,
making it almost unbearable to watch.

Collaboration Share with a classmate and compare your answers.

Writing at Work

Thinking about the purpose of writing a report in the workplace can help focus and structure the document. A
summary should provide colleagues with a factual overview of your findings without going into too much specific
detail. In contrast, an evaluation should include your personal opinion, along with supporting evidence, research,
or examples to back it up. Listen for words such as summarize, analyze, synthesize, or evaluate when your boss
asks you to complete a report to help determine a purpose for writing.

Exercise 2

Consider the essay most recently assigned to you. Identify the most effective academic purpose for the
assignment.

My assignment:

My purpose:

Identifying the Audience

Imagine you must give a presentation to a group of executives in an office. Weeks before the big day, you spend
time creating and rehearsing the presentation. You must make important, careful decisions not only about the
content but also about your delivery. Will the presentation require technology to project figures and charts?
Should the presentation define important words, or will the executives already know the terms? Should you wear
your suit and dress shirt? The answers to these questions will help you develop an appropriate relationship with
your audience, making them more receptive to your message. Now imagine you must explain the same business
concepts from your presentation to a group of high school students. Those important questions you previously
answered may now require different answers. The figures and charts may be too sophisticated, and the terms will
certainly require definitions. You may even reconsider your outfit and sport a more casual look. Because the
audience has shifted, your presentation and delivery will shift as well to create a new relationship with the new
audience. In these two situations, the audience—the individuals who will watch and listen to the
presentation—plays a role in the development of presentation. As you prepare the presentation, you visualize the
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audience to anticipate their expectations and reactions. What you imagine affects the information you choose to
present and how you will present it. Then, during the presentation, you meet the audience in person and discover
immediately how well you perform. Although the audience for writing assignments—your readers—may not
appear in person, they play an equally vital role. Even in everyday writing activities, you identify your readers’
characteristics, interests, and expectations before making decisions about what you write. In fact, thinking about
audience has become so common that you may not even detect the audience-driven decisions. For example, you
update your status on a social networking site with the awareness of who will digitally follow the post. If you want
to brag about a good grade, you may write the post to please family members. If you want to describe a funny
moment, you may write with your friends’ senses of humor in mind. Even at work, you send e-mails with an
awareness of an unintended receiver who could intercept the message. In other words, being aware of “invisible”
readers is a skill you most likely already possess and one you rely on every day. Consider the following
paragraphs. Which one would the author send to her parents? Which one would she send to her best friend?
Example A Last Saturday, I volunteered at a local hospital. The visit was fun and rewarding. I even learned how to
do cardiopulmonary resuscitation, or CPR. Unfortunately, I think caught a cold from one of the patients. This
week, I will rest in bed and drink plenty of clear fluids. I hope I am well by next Saturday to volunteer again.
Example B OMG! You won’t believe this! My advisor forced me to do my community service hours at this hospital
all weekend! We learned CPR but we did it on dummies, not even real peeps. And some kid sneezed on me and
got me sick! I was so bored and sniffling all weekend; I hope I don’t have to go back next week. I def do NOT
want to miss the basketball tournament!

Most likely, you matched each paragraph to its intended audience with little hesitation. Because each paragraph
reveals the author’s relationship with her intended readers, you can identify the audience fairly quickly. When
writing your own paragraphs, you must engage with your audience to build an appropriate relationship given your
subject. Imagining your readers during each stage of the writing process will help you make decisions about your
writing. Ultimately, the people you visualize will affect what and how you write.

Tip

While giving a speech, you may articulate an inspiring or critical message, but if you left your hair a mess and
laced up mismatched shoes, your audience would not take you seriously. They may be too distracted by your
appearance to listen to your words. Similarly, grammar and sentence structure serve as the appearance of a
piece of writing. Polishing your work using correct grammar will impress your readers and allow them to focus on
what you have to say.

Because focusing on audience will enhance your writing, your process, and your finished product, you must
consider the specific traits of your audience members. Use your imagination to anticipate the readers’
demographics, education, prior knowledge, and expectations.

• Demographics.Demographics. These measure important data about a group of people, such as their age range, their
ethnicity, their religious beliefs, or their gender. Certain topics and assignments will require these kinds
of considerations about your audience. For other topics and assignments, these measurements may not
influence your writing in the end. Regardless, it is important to consider demographics when you begin to
think about your purpose for writing.

• Education.Education. Education considers the audience’s level of schooling. If audience members have earned a
doctorate degree, for example, you may need to elevate your style and use more formal language. Or, if
audience members are still in college, you could write in a more relaxed style. An audience member’s
major or emphasis may also dictate your writing.

• Prior knowledge.Prior knowledge. This refers to what the audience already knows about your topic. If your readers have
studied certain topics, they may already know some terms and concepts related to the topic. You may
decide whether to define terms and explain concepts based on your audience’s prior knowledge.
Although you cannot peer inside the brains of your readers to discover their knowledge, you can make
reasonable assumptions. For instance, a nursing major would presumably know more about health-
related topics than a business major would.

• Expectations.Expectations. These indicate what readers will look for while reading your assignment. Readers may
expect consistencies in the assignment’s appearance, such as correct grammar and traditional
formatting like double-spaced lines and legible font. Readers may also have content-based expectations
given the assignment’s purpose and organization. In an essay titled “The Economics of Enlightenment:
The Effects of Rising Tuition,” for example, audience members may expect to read about the economic
repercussions of college tuition costs.
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Exercise 3

On your own sheet of paper, generate a list of characteristics under each category for each audience. This list will
help you later when you read about tone and content.

1. Your classmates
◦ Demographics
◦ Education
◦ Prior knowledge
◦ Expectations

2. Your instructor
◦ Demographics
◦ Education
◦ Prior knowledge
◦ Expectations

3. The head of your academic department
◦ Demographics
◦ Education
◦ Prior knowledge
◦ Expectations

4. Now think about your next writing assignment. Identify the purpose (you may use the same purpose
listed in Note 6.12 “Exercise 2”), and then identify the audience. Create a list of characteristics under
each category.

◦ My assignment:
◦ My purpose:
◦ My audience:

◦ Demographics
◦ Education
◦ Prior knowledge
◦ Expectations

Collaboration Please share with a classmate and compare your answers.

Keep in mind that as your topic shifts in the writing process, your audience may also shift. For more information
about the writing process, see Chapter 8 “The Writing Process: How Do I Begin?”. Also, remember that decisions
about style depend on audience, purpose, and content. Identifying your audience’s demographics, education,
prior knowledge, and expectations will affect how you write, but purpose and content play an equally important
role. The next subsection covers how to select an appropriate tone to match the audience and purpose.

Selecting an Appropriate Tone

Tone identifies a speaker’s attitude toward a subject or another person. You may pick up a person’s tone of voice
fairly easily in conversation. A friend who tells you about her weekend may speak excitedly about a fun skiing trip.
An instructor who means business may speak in a low, slow voice to emphasize her serious mood. Or, a
coworker who needs to let off some steam after a long meeting may crack a sarcastic joke. Just as speakers
transmit emotion through voice, writers can transmit through writing a range of attitudes, from excited and
humorous to somber and critical. These emotions create connections among the audience, the author, and the
subject, ultimately building a relationship between the audience and the text. To stimulate these connections,
writers intimate their attitudes and feelings with useful devices, such as sentence structure, word choice,
punctuation, and formal or informal language. Keep in mind that the writer’s attitude should always appropriately
match the audience and the purpose. Read the following paragraph and consider the writer’s tone. How would
you describe the writer’s attitude toward wildlife conservation?
Many species of plants and animals are disappearing right before our eyes. If we don’t act fast, it might be too late
to save them. Human activities, including pollution, deforestation, hunting, and overpopulation, are devastating
the natural environment. Without our help, many species will not survive long enough for our children to see them
in the wild. Take the tiger, for example. Today, tigers occupy just 7 percent of their historical range, and many
local populations are already extinct. Hunted for their beautiful pelt and other body parts, the tiger population has
plummeted from one hundred thousand in 1920 to just a few thousand. Contact your local wildlife conservation
society today to find out how you can stop this terrible destruction.
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Exercise 4

Think about the assignment and purpose you selected in Note 6.12 “Exercise 2”, and the audience you selected
in Note 6.16 “Exercise 3”. Now, identify the tone you would use in the assignment.

My assignment:

My purpose:

My audience:

My tone:

Choosing Appropriate, Interesting Content

Content refers to all the written substance in a document. After selecting an audience and a purpose, you must
choose what information will make it to the page. Content may consist of examples, statistics, facts, anecdotes,
testimonies, and observations, but no matter the type, the information must be appropriate and interesting for the
audience and purpose. An essay written for third graders that summarizes the legislative process, for example,
would have to contain succinct and simple content. Content is also shaped by tone. When the tone matches the
content, the audience will be more engaged, and you will build a stronger relationship with your readers. Consider
that audience of third graders. You would choose simple content that the audience will easily understand, and you
would express that content through an enthusiastic tone. The same considerations apply to all audiences and
purposes.

Exercise 5

Match the content in the box to the appropriate audience and purpose. On your own sheet of paper, write the
correct letter next to the number.

1. Whereas economist Holmes contends that the financial crisis is far from over, the presidential advisor
Jones points out that it is vital to catch the first wave of opportunity to increase market share. We can
use elements of both experts’ visions. Let me explain how.

2. In 2000, foreign money flowed into the United States, contributing to easy credit conditions. People
bought larger houses than they could afford, eventually defaulting on their loans as interest rates rose.

3. The Emergency Economic Stabilization Act, known by most of us as the humungous government bailout,
caused mixed reactions. Although supported by many political leaders, the statute provoked outrage
among grassroots groups. In their opinion, the government was actually rewarding banks for their
appalling behavior.

1. Audience: An instructor
1. Purpose: To analyze the reasons behind the 2007 financial crisis
2. Content:

2. Audience: Classmates
1. Purpose: To summarize the effects of the $700 billion government bailout
2. Content:

3. Audience: An employer
1. Purpose: To synthesize two articles on preparing businesses for economic recovery
2. Content:

Collaboration Please share with a classmate and compare your answers.

Exercise 6

Using the assignment, purpose, audience, and tone from Note 6.18 “Exercise 4”, generate a list of content ideas.
Remember that content consists of examples, statistics, facts, anecdotes, testimonies, and observations.

My assignment:

3535



My purpose:

My audience:

My tone:

My content ideas:

Key Takeaways

• Paragraphs separate ideas into logical, manageable chunks of information.
• The content of each paragraph and document is shaped by purpose, audience, and tone.
• The four common academic purposes are to summarize, to analyze, to synthesize, and to evaluate.
• Identifying the audience’s demographics, education, prior knowledge, and expectations will affect how

and what you write.
• Devices such as sentence structure, word choice, punctuation, and formal or informal language

communicate tone and create a relationship between the writer and his or her audience.
• Content may consist of examples, statistics, facts, anecdotes, testimonies, and observations. All content

must be appropriate and interesting for the audience, purpose and tone.
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DEVELOP A RESEARCH PROPOSAL:
DISCOVERING AND CHOOSING A TOPIC

This section will help you discover and choose a topic.

SAMPLE ASSIGNMENT: IDENTIFY YOUR
RESEARCH TOPIC

Directions:

1. After completing the readings thus far, respond to the following in a Primary Post:

• Identify a preliminary topic for your research paper by stating your topic idea as a question.
• Identify the main concepts as well as any key words.
• You will have time to revise and refine your topic later.

2. Review your classmates’ Primary Posts.

3. Thoughtfully respond to a minimum of 2 classmates with 100 word Secondary Posts each.

5. Be sure to cite all sources.
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DEVELOP A RESEARCH PROPOSAL: DEVELOP A
WORKING THESIS AND A RESEARCH PROPOSAL

This section will help you develop a working thesis and a research proposal.

STEPS IN DEVELOPING A RESEARCH PROPOSAL

Learning Objectives

1. Identify the steps in developing a research proposal.
2. Choose a topic and formulate a research question and working thesis.
3. Develop a research proposal.

Writing a good research paper takes time, thought, and effort. Although this assignment is challenging, it is
manageable. Focusing on one step at a time will help you develop a thoughtful, informative, well-supported
research paper.

Your first step is to choose a topic and then to develop research questions, a working thesis, and a written
research proposal. Set aside adequate time for this part of the process. Fully exploring ideas will help you build a
solid foundation for your paper.

Choosing a Topic

When you choose a topic for a research paper, you are making a major commitment. Your choice will help
determine whether you enjoy the lengthy process of research and writing—and whether your final paper fulfills the
assignment requirements. If you choose your topic hastily, you may later find it difficult to work with your topic. By
taking your time and choosing carefully, you can ensure that this assignment is not only challenging but also
rewarding.

Writers understand the importance of choosing a topic that fulfills the assignment requirements and fits the
assignment’s purpose and audience. (For more information about purpose and audience, see Chapter 6 “Writing
Paragraphs: Separating Ideas and Shaping Content”.) Choosing a topic that interests you is also crucial. You
instructor may provide a list of suggested topics or ask that you develop a topic on your own. In either case, try to
identify topics that genuinely interest you.

After identifying potential topic ideas, you will need to evaluate your ideas and choose one topic to pursue. Will
you be able to find enough information about the topic? Can you develop a paper about this topic that presents
and supports your original ideas? Is the topic too broad or too narrow for the scope of the assignment? If so, can
you modify it so it is more manageable? You will ask these questions during this preliminary phase of the
research process.
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Identifying Potential Topics

Sometimes, your instructor may provide a list of suggested topics. If so, you may benefit from identifying several
possibilities before committing to one idea. It is important to know how to narrow down your ideas into a concise,
manageable thesis. You may also use the list as a starting point to help you identify additional, related topics.
Discussing your ideas with your instructor will help ensure that you choose a manageable topic that fits the
requirements of the assignment.

In this chapter, you will follow a writer named Jorge, who is studying health care administration, as he prepares a
research paper. You will also plan, research, and draft your own research paper.

Jorge was assigned to write a research paper on health and the media for an introductory course in health care.
Although a general topic was selected for the students, Jorge had to decide which specific issues interested him.
He brainstormed a list of possibilities.

Tip

If you are writing a research paper for a specialized course, look back through your notes and course activities.
Identify reading assignments and class discussions that especially engaged you. Doing so can help you identify
topics to pursue.

Exercise 1

Set a timer for five minutes. Use brainstorming or idea mapping to create a list of topics you would be interested
in researching for a paper about the influence of the Internet on social networking. Do you closely follow the
media coverage of a particular website, such as Twitter? Would you like to learn more about a certain industry,
such as online dating? Which social networking sites do you and your friends use? List as many ideas related to
this topic as you can.

Narrowing Your Topic

Once you have a list of potential topics, you will need to choose one as the focus of your essay. You will also
need to narrow your topic. Most writers find that the topics they listed during brainstorming or idea mapping are

3838

https://textimgs.s3.amazonaws.com/successfulwriting/section_15/1b69b287959e1dd7c0ed809c416ff05d.jpg
https://textimgs.s3.amazonaws.com/successfulwriting/section_15/1b69b287959e1dd7c0ed809c416ff05d.jpg


broad—too broad for the scope of the assignment. Working with an overly broad topic, such as sexual education
programs or popularized diets, can be frustrating and overwhelming. Each topic has so many facets that it would
be impossible to cover them all in a college research paper. However, more specific choices, such as the pros
and cons of sexual education in kids’ television programs or the physical effects of the South Beach diet, are
specific enough to write about without being too narrow to sustain an entire research paper.

A good research paper provides focused, in-depth information and analysis. If your topic is too broad, you will find
it difficult to do more than skim the surface when you research it and write about it. Narrowing your focus is
essential to making your topic manageable. To narrow your focus, explore your topic in writing, conduct
preliminary research, and discuss both the topic and the research with others.

Exploring Your Topic in Writing

“How am I supposed to narrow my topic when I haven’t even begun researching yet?” In fact, you may already
know more than you realize. Review your list and identify your top two or three topics. Set aside some time to
explore each one through freewriting. (For more information about freewriting, see Chapter 8 “The Writing
Process: How Do I Begin?”.) Simply taking the time to focus on your topic may yield fresh angles.

Jorge knew that he was especially interested in the topic of diet fads, but he also knew that it was much too broad
for his assignment. He used freewriting to explore his thoughts so he could narrow his topic. Read Jorge’s ideas.

Conducting Preliminary Research

Another way writers may focus a topic is to conduct preliminary research. Like freewriting, exploratory reading can
help you identify interesting angles. Surfing the web and browsing through newspaper and magazine articles are
good ways to start. Find out what people are saying about your topic on blogs and online discussion groups.
Discussing your topic with others can also inspire you. Talk about your ideas with your classmates, your friends,
or your instructor.

Jorge’s freewriting exercise helped him realize that the assigned topic of health and the media intersected with a
few of his interests—diet, nutrition, and obesity. Preliminary online research and discussions with his classmates
strengthened his impression that many people are confused or misled by media coverage of these subjects.

Jorge decided to focus his paper on a topic that had garnered a great deal of media attention—low-carbohydrate
diets. He wanted to find out whether low-carbohydrate diets were as effective as their proponents claimed.
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Writing at Work

At work, you may need to research a topic quickly to find general information. This information can be useful in
understanding trends in a given industry or generating competition. For example, a company may research a
competitor’s prices and use the information when pricing their own product. You may find it useful to skim a
variety of reliable sources and take notes on your findings.

Tip

The reliability of online sources varies greatly. In this exploratory phase of your research, you do not need to
evaluate sources as closely as you will later. However, use common sense as you refine your paper topic. If you
read a fascinating blog comment that gives you a new idea for your paper, be sure to check out other, more
reliable sources as well to make sure the idea is worth pursuing.

Exercise 2

Review the list of topics you created in Note 11.18 “Exercise 1” and identify two or three topics you would like to
explore further. For each of these topics, spend five to ten minutes writing about the topic without stopping. Then
review your writing to identify possible areas of focus.

Set aside time to conduct preliminary research about your potential topics. Then choose a topic to pursue for your
research paper.

Collaboration

Please share your topic list with a classmate. Select one or two topics on his or her list that you would like to learn
more about and return it to him or her. Discuss why you found the topics interesting, and learn which of your
topics your classmate selected and why.

A Plan for Research

Your freewriting and preliminary research have helped you choose a focused, manageable topic for your research
paper. To work with your topic successfully, you will need to determine what exactly you want to learn about
it—and later, what you want to say about it. Before you begin conducting in-depth research, you will further define
your focus by developing a research question, a working thesis, and a research proposal.

Formulating a Research Question

In forming a research question, you are setting a goal for your research. Your main research question should be
substantial enough to form the guiding principle of your paper—but focused enough to guide your research. A
strong research question requires you not only to find information but also to put together different pieces of
information, interpret and analyze them, and figure out what you think. As you consider potential research
questions, ask yourself whether they would be too hard or too easy to answer.

To determine your research question, review the freewriting you completed earlier. Skim through books, articles,
and websites and list the questions you have. (You may wish to use the 5WH strategy to help you formulate
questions. See Chapter 8 “The Writing Process: How Do I Begin?” for more information about 5WH questions.)
Include simple, factual questions and more complex questions that would require analysis and interpretation.
Determine your main question—the primary focus of your paper—and several subquestions that you will need to
research to answer your main question.

Here are the research questions Jorge will use to focus his research. Notice that his main research question has
no obvious, straightforward answer. Jorge will need to research his subquestions, which address narrower topics,
to answer his main question.
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Exercise 3

Using the topic you selected in Note 11.24 “Exercise 2”, write your main research question and at least four to five
subquestions. Check that your main research question is appropriately complex for your assignment.

Constructing a Working ThesIs

A working thesis concisely states a writer’s initial answer to the main research question. It does not merely state a
fact or present a subjective opinion. Instead, it expresses a debatable idea or claim that you hope to prove
through additional research. Your working thesis is called a working thesis for a reason—it is subject to change.
As you learn more about your topic, you may change your thinking in light of your research findings. Let your
working thesis serve as a guide to your research, but do not be afraid to modify it based on what you learn.

Jorge began his research with a strong point of view based on his preliminary writing and research. Read his
working thesis statement, which presents the point he will argue. Notice how it states Jorge’s tentative answer to
his research question.

Tip

One way to determine your working thesis is to consider how you would complete sentences such as I believe or
My opinion is. However, keep in mind that academic writing generally does not use first-person pronouns. These
statements are useful starting points, but formal research papers use an objective voice.
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Exercise 4

Write a working thesis statement that presents your preliminary answer to the research question you wrote in
Note 11.27 “Exercise 3”. Check that your working thesis statement presents an idea or claim that could be
supported or refuted by evidence from research.

Creating a Research Proposal

A research proposal is a brief document—no more than one typed page—that summarizes the preliminary work
you have completed. Your purpose in writing it is to formalize your plan for research and present it to your
instructor for feedback. In your research proposal, you will present your main research question, related
subquestions, and working thesis. You will also briefly discuss the value of researching this topic and indicate how
you plan to gather information.

When Jorge began drafting his research proposal, he realized that he had already created most of the pieces he
needed. However, he knew he also had to explain how his research would be relevant to other future health care
professionals. In addition, he wanted to form a general plan for doing the research and identifying potentially
useful sources. Read Jorge’s research proposal.

Writing at Work

Before you begin a new project at work, you may have to develop a project summary document that states the
purpose of the project, explains why it would be a wise use of company resources, and briefly outlines the steps
involved in completing the project. This type of document is similar to a research proposal. Both documents define
and limit a project, explain its value, discuss how to proceed, and identify what resources you will use.
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Writing Your Own Research Proposal

Now you may write your own research proposal, if you have not done so already. Follow the guidelines provided
in this lesson.

Key Takeaways

• Developing a research proposal involves the following preliminary steps: identifying potential ideas,
choosing ideas to explore further, choosing and narrowing a topic, formulating a research question, and
developing a working thesis.

• A good topic for a research paper interests the writer and fulfills the requirements of the assignment.
• Defining and narrowing a topic helps writers conduct focused, in-depth research.
• Writers conduct preliminary research to identify possible topics and research questions and to develop a

working thesis.
• A good research question interests readers, is neither too broad nor too narrow, and has no obvious

answer.
• A good working thesis expresses a debatable idea or claim that can be supported with evidence from

research.
• Writers create a research proposal to present their topic, main research question, subquestions, and

working thesis to an instructor for approval or feedback.
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SAMPLE ASSIGNMENT: DEVELOP A WORKING
THESIS

In this activity you will develop the working thesis for your research topic. Refer to “Developing a Research
Paper” if you need assistance.

Directions:

1. Develop your research topic as follows:

• Identify potential topics
• Narrow your topic
• Explore your topic in writing
• Conduct preliminary research

2. Construct a working thesis as follows:

• Identify the main research question
• Develop your working thesis statement
• Be sure the thesis is an argument you will work to prove with your research in your paper.

3. Copy and paste your working thesis in the text box submission.
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DEVELOP A RESEARCH PROPOSAL: MAPPING
YOUR TOPIC

This section will help you map your topic.

RESEARCH WRITING IN THE ACADEMIC
DISCIPLINES

Introduction

Regardless of the academic discipline in which you conduct research and write, and the heart of the research and
writing processes lie the same principles. These principles are critical reading and writing, active and creative
interpretation of research sources and data, and writing rhetorically. At the same time, as a college writer, you
probably know that research and writing assignment differ from one academic discipline to another. For example,
different academic disciplines require researchers to use different research methods and techniques. Writers in
different disciplines are also often required to discuss the results of their research differently. Finally, as you
probably know, the finished texts look different in different disciplines. They often use different format and
organizational structure and use different citation and documentation systems to acknowledge research sources.
All these differences are rhetorical in nature.

Researchers and writers in different academic disciplines do what they do because they have a certain rhetorical
purpose to fulfill and a certain audience to reach. In order to make their research understood and to enable others
in their intellectual community to follow their ideas and theories, academic writers conform to the expectations of
their readers. They follow the research methods and procedures as well as the conventions of presenting that
research established by their academic community. As a college student, you have probably noticed that your
professors in different classes will give you different assignments and expect different things from you as a
researcher and a writer.

Researching this chapter, I looked for the types of writing and research assignments that professors of different
academic disciplines assign to students at the university where I work, by browsing websites of its different
departments. As I expected, there was a considerable variety of purposes, audience, and research methods. I
saw assignments ranging from annual accounting reports assigned in a business class, to studies of various
countries’ political systems in a political science course, to a web search for information on cystic fibrosis in a cell
biology class. All these assignments had different parameters and expected writers to do different things because
they reflected the peculiarities of research and writing in the disciplines in which they were assigned. This variety
of assignments, methods, and approaches is universal.

A study by Daniel Melzer examined the kinds of research and writing assignments students in various colleges
and universities across the nation receive in different disciplines. Melzer’s shows that students in various
academic disciplines are asked to conduct research for a variety of purposes, which ranged from informing and
persuading to exploration and self- expression (91). Also, according to Melzer’s study, students in different
disciplines researched and wrote for a variety of audience which included not only the instructor of their class, but
also their classmates and for wider audiences outside of their classes (95). Despite this variety of goals, methods,
and approaches, there are several key principles of source-based writing which span different academic
disciplines and professions. These principles are:

• The purpose of academic writing is to generate and communicate new knowledge and new ideas.
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• Academic writers write “from sources.” This means that new ideas, conclusions, and theories are created
on the basis of existing ideas and existing research

• Academic writers examine their sources carefully for their credibility and appropriateness for the writer’s
goals and objectives.

• Academic writers carefully acknowledge all their research sources using source citation and
documentation systems accepted in their disciplines.

So, while one chapter or even a whole book cannot cover all the nuances and conventions of research and writing
in every academic discipline. My purpose in this chapter is different. I would like to explore, together with you, the
fundamental rhetorical and other principles and approaches that govern research writing across all academic
disciplines. This chapter also offers activities and projects which, I hope, will make you more aware of the peculiar
aspects of researching and writing in different academic disciplines. My ultimate goal in this chapter is to enable
my readers to become active and critical investigators of the disciplinary differences in research and writing. Such
an active approach will enable you to find out what I cannot cover here by reading outside of this book, by talking
to your professors, and by practicing research and writing across disciplines.

Intellectual and Discourse Communities

My contention throughout this book has been that, in order to become better researchers and writers, we need to
know not only the “how’s” of these two activities but also the “why’s.” In other words, it is not sufficient to acquire
practical skills of research and writing. It is also necessary to understand why you do what you do as you
research and what results you can expect to achieve as a results of your research. And this is where rhetorical
theory comes in. Writing and reading are interactive, social processes. Ideas presented in written texts are born
as a result of long and intense dialog between authors and others interested in the same topic or issue. Gone is
the image of the medieval scholar and thinker sitting alone in his turret, surrounded by his books and scientific
instruments as the primary maker and advancer of knowledge.

Instead, the knowledge-making process in modern society is a collaborative, effort to which many parties
contribute. Knowledge is not a product of individual thinking, but of collective work, and many people contribute to
its creation. Academic and professional readers and writers function within groups known as discourse
communities. The word “discourse” means the language that a group uses to talk what interests its members. For
example, as a student, you belong to the community of your academic discipline.

Together with other members of your academic discipline’s intellectual community, you read the same literature,
discuss and write about the same subjects, and are interested in solving the same problems. The language or
discourse used by you and your fellow-intellectuals in professional conversations (both oral and written) is
discipline-specific. This explains, among other things, why the texts you read and write in different academic
disciplines are often radically different from one another and even why they are often evaluated differently.

Writing Activity: Analyzing Intellectual and Discourse CommunitiesWriting Activity: Analyzing Intellectual and Discourse Communities

List all intellectual and discourse communities to which you belong. Examples of such communities are your
academic major, any clubs or other academic or non-academic groups you belong to, your sorority or
fraternity, and so on. Do not limit yourself to the groups with which you interact while in school. If you are a
member of any virtual communities on the Internet, such as discussion groups, etc., include them in this list as
well. One you have listed all the intellectual and discourse communities to which you belong, consider the
following questions:

• What topics of discussion, issues, problems, or concerns keep these communities together? And
what constitutes new knowledge for your group? Is it created experimentally, through discussion, or
through a combination of these two and other methods?

• How would you characterize the kinds of language which each of these communities use? Is it
formal, informal, complex, simple, and so on? How are the community’s reasons for existence you
listed in the first question reflected in their language?

• When you entered into the community, did you have to change your discourse, both oral and written,
in any way, to be accepted and to participate in the discussions of the community? This might be a
good time to consider all the linguistic adjustments you had to make becoming a college student or
entering your academic major.
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• Think of several classes you are currently taking. How do the discourses used in them differ from one
another? Think about topics discussed, ways of making knowledge accepted in them, the degree of
formality of the language used, and so on.

• Does your community or group produce any written documents? These may include books,
professional journals, newsletters, and other documents. Don’t forget the papers that you write as a
student in your classes. Those papers are also examples of your intellectual community’s discourse.

• What is the purpose of those documents, their intended audience, and the language that they use?
How different are these documents from one community to the next? Compare, for example, a paper
you wrote for your psychology class and one for a literature class.

• How often does a community you belong to come into contact with other intellectual and discourse
groups? What kinds of conversations take place? How are conflicts and disagreements negotiated
and resolved? How does each group adjust its discourse to hear the other side and be heard by it?

After completing this activity, you will begin to see knowledge making as a social process. I also hope that you will
begin to notice the differences that exist in ways that different groups of people use language, reading, and
writing. As persuasive and rhetorical mechanisms, reading and writing are supposed to reach between people
and groups.

The term community does not necessarily mean that all members of these intellectual and discourse groups
agree on everything. Nor does it mean that they have to be geographically close to one another to form such a
community. Quite the opposite is often true. Debates and discussions among scientists and other academics who
see things differently allows knowledge to advance. These debates in discussions are taking place in professional
books, journals, and other publications, as well as at professional meetings.

Writing Activity: Rhetorical Analysis of Academic TextsWriting Activity: Rhetorical Analysis of Academic Texts

In consultation with your instructor, select two or three leading journals or other professional publications in
your academic major or any other academic discipline in which you are interested. Next, conduct a rhetorical
analysis of the writing which appears in them. Consider the following questions:

• What is the purpose of the articles and other materials that appear in the journals? Talk about this
purpose as a whole; then select one or two articles and discuss their purpose in detail. Be sure to
give concrete examples and details.

• Who are the intended audience of these publications? What specific elements in the writing which
appears there can help us decide?

• Consider the structure and format of the writings in the journals. How do they connect with the
purpose of the writing and the intended audience? For instance, what kinds of evidence or citation
systems do their authors’ use?

Discuss your results with your classmates and your instructor, or prepare a formal paper reporting and
analyzing the results of your research.

The Making of Knowledge in Academic Disciplines

In the preceding section of this chapter, I made a claim that the making of ne w knowledge is a social process,
undertaken by intellectual communities. In this section, we will look at one influential theory that has tried to
explain how exactly this knowledge- making process happens. The theory of knowledge-making which I am
talking about was proposed by Thomas Kuhn in his much-cited 1962 book The Structure of Scientific Revolutions.
Although, as the book’s title suggests, Kuhn was writing about sciences, Kuhn’s theory has now been accepted
as relevant and useful not only by academic disciplines outside of natural sciences. According to Kuhn, the
change in human knowledge about any subject takes place in the following steps. At first, an academic discipline
or any other intellectual community works within the confines of an accepted theory or theories. The members of
the community use it systematically and methodically.

Kuhn calls this theory or theories the accepted paradigm, or standard of the discipline. Once the majority of an
intellectual community accepts a new paradigm, the community’s members work on expanding this paradigm, but
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not on changing it. While working within an established paradigm, all members of an intellectual community have
the same assumptions about what they study and discuss, use the same research methods and approaches, and
use the same methods to present and compare the results of their investigation. Such uniformity allows them to
share their work with one another easily.

More importantly, though, staying within an accepted paradigm allows researchers to create a certain version of
reality that is based on the paradigm that is being used and which is accepted by all members of the community.
For example, if a group of scientists studies something using a common theory and common research methods,
the results that such investigation yields are accepted by this group as a kind of truth or fact that had been
experimentally verified. Changes in scientific paradigms happen, according to Kuhn, when scientists begin to
observe unusual phenomena or unexpected results in their research. Kuhn calls such phenomena anomalies.
When anomalies happen, the current paradigm or system of research and thinking that a community employs fails
to explain them. Eventually, these anomalies become so great that they are impossible to ignore. Then, a shift in
paradigm becomes necessary.

Gradually, then, existing paradigms are re-examined and revised, and new ones are established. When this
happens, old knowledge gets discarded and substituted by new knowledge. In other words, an older version of
reality is replaced by a newer version. To illustrate his theory, Kuhn uses the paradigm shift started by the
astronomer Copernicus and his theory that the Earth revolves around the Sun. I have also used this example in
the chapter of this book dedicated to rhetoric to show that even scientific truths that seem constant and
unshakable are subject to revision and change. To an untrained eye it may seem that all scientists and other
researchers do is explain and describe reality which is unchangeable and stable. However, when an intellectual
community is working within the confines of the current paradigm, such as a scientific theory or a set of research
methods, their interpretations of this reality are limited by the capabilities and limitations of that paradigm. In other
words, the results of their research are only as good as the system they use to obtain those results.

Once the paradigm use for researching and discussing the subjects of investigation changes, the results of that
investigation may change, too. This, in turn, will result in a different interpretation of reality.

Application of the Concept of Discourse Communities to Research
Writing

Kuhn’s theory of knowledge making is useful for us as researchers and writers
because it highlights the instability and changeability of the terms “fact” and “opinion.” As I have mentioned
throughout this book, the popular perception of these two terms is that they are complete opposites. According to
this view, facts can be verified by empirical, or experimental methods, while opinions are usually purely personal
and cannot be verified or proven since they vary from one person to another. Facts are also objective while
opinions are subjective. This ways of thinking about facts and opinions is especially popular among beginning
writers and researchers.

When I discuss with my students their assumptions about research writing, I often hear that research papers are
supposed to be completely objective because they are based on facts, and that creative writing is subjective
because it is based on opinion. Moreover, such writers say, it is impossible to argue with facts, but it is almost
equally impossible to argue with opinions since every person is entitled to one and since we can’t really tell
anyone that their opinions are wrong.

In college writing, such a theory of fact and opinion has very tangible consequences. It often results in writing in
which the author is either too afraid to commit to a theory or points of view because he or she is afraid of being
labeled subjective or biased. Consequently, such writers create little more than summaries of available sources.
Other inexperienced writers may take the opposite route, writing exclusively or almost exclusively from their
current understanding of their topics, or from their current opinions. Since “everyone is entitled to their own
opinion,” they reason, no one can question what they have written even if that writing is completely unpersuasive.
In either case, such writing fails to fulfill the main purpose of research, which is to learn.

What later becomes an accepted theory in an academic discipline begins as someone’s opinion. Enough people
have to be persuaded by a theory in order for it to approach the status of accepted knowledge. All theories are
subject to revision and change, and who is to say some time down the road, a better research paradigm will not
be invented that would overturn what we now consider a solid fact. Thus, research and the making of knowledge
are not only social processes but also rhetorical ones. Change in human understanding of difficult problems and
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issues takes place over time. By researching those problems and issues and by discussing what they find with
others, writers advance their community’s understanding and knowledge.

Writing Activity: Investigating Histories of Academic DiscussionsWriting Activity: Investigating Histories of Academic Discussions

The subjects of academic research, debates, and disagreements develop over time. To you as a student, it
may seem that when you read textbooks and other professional literature in your major or other classes you
are taking, you are taking in permanent and stable truths. Yet, as we have seen from the previous two
sections of this chapter, members of academic communities decide what topics and questions are important
and worth researching and discussing before these discussions make it to the textbook of the pages of an
academic journal. In this activity, you are invited to examine the history and development of an issue, problem,
or question in your major or other academic discipline that interests you. In other words, you will be a historian
of an academic discipline whose job will be to trace the development of a topic, question, or issue important to
one academic community.

How far you will take this project will depend on the time you have, the structure of your class, and the advice
of your instructor. For example, you may be limited to conducting a simple series of searches and preparing
an oral presentation for your classmates. Or, you may decide to make a full-length writing project out of this
assignment, at the end creating an I-search paper or some other written document presenting and discussing
the results of your research. In either case, try to follow the following steps during this project. Depending on
the instructions from your teacher, you may work by yourself or with others.

In order to select an important issue or question that is actively discussed in your academic or professional
community, first look through the textbooks in your major or any other academic discipline you are interested
in. Next, conduct a library search for journals in the field and briefly looks over what topics, issues, or
questions they are concerned with. Conduct a web search for reliable sites where these professional
discussions are taking place. If you are taking a class or classes in the discipline you are studying, discuss
this assignment and the emerging topic of your investigation with your professor. Try to find out how this topic
is explained to the general public in popular magazines and newspapers. Remember that your goal in this
project not to learn and report on the current state of this discussion (although such reporting may be a part of
your project), but to investigate its historical development as an issue or a problem in the academic discipline
of your interest. Develop a general understanding of the current state of the issue or topic you are interested
in. Be sure to include to the following elements:

• What is the topic of discussion?
• What evidence of the topic’s importance for your academic discipline have you found?
• What is being said about the issue and by whom?
• Are there opposing sides in the discussion and on what ground do they oppose each other?
• What arguments do all the sides in the discussion use?

Conduct research into the origin and the history of your topic. The time range of your investigation will depend
on the topic you choose. Some academic discussions go back centuries while others may have started only
several years ago. Your research sources may include older textbooks, academic journals and conference
procedures from years past, ever articles about your subject written for popular magazines and newspapers
and designed to reach non-specialized audience. As a historian, you will need to cover the following areas:

The first time the topic or issue gets significant attention from the professional community. Keep in mind that
your job is not necessarily to pinpoint the exact date when the first publication on the topic appeared or the
first discussion about it took place, although finding that out certainly will not hurt. Rather, try to find out the
general time period when the discussion originated or the topic was attracting attention from academic
professionals.

What events in the academic world and society as a whole may have triggered the discussion of this topic?
Since the academic world is a part of society as a whole, academic interests and discussions are usually
somehow connected with what society as a whole is interested in and concerned about.

Name a few key figures and events that contributed to the prominence of the topic or issue you are
investigating.
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Identify times of paradigm shift for your subject. What event, both in the academic discipline and in society at
large, may have caused significant shifts in people’s thinking about the issue?

Try to predict the future development of the discussion. Will it remain an important issue in your discipline or
will the discussion end? Why or why not? What factors, events, and people, both in the academic worlds and
in society as a whole may contribute to this. How do you suppose the discussion of the topic will evolve in the
future? For example, will the questions and issues at stake be revised and redefined?

Chances are that during your research, your saw some significant developments and shifts in the ways in which
your academic discipline has understood and talked about the issues and topic that interest its members.

To illustrate the process of historical investigation of an academic subject, let us look at the hot issue of cloning.
What began as a scientific debate years ago has transcended the boundaries of the academic world and is not
interesting to various people from various walks of life, and for various reasons. The issue of cloning is debated
not only from the scientific, but also from the ethical and legal points of view, to name just a few.

Cloning: Current Perspectives and Discussions

Since I am not a scientist, my interest in the subject of cloning is triggered by an article on stem cell research that
I read recently in the popular magazine Scientific American. I know that stem cell research is a controversial
subject, related to the subject of human cloning. My interest in stem cell research was further provoked by the
impassioned speech made by Ron Regan, the son of the late President Ronald Regan, at the Democratic Party’s
National Convention in the summer of 2004. Regan was trying to make a case for more stem cell research by
arguing that it could have helped hid father who had died of Alzheimer’s disease. I conducted a quick search of
my university library using the key words “human cloning.” The search turned up eighty-seven book titles that told
me that the topic is fairly important for the academic community as well as for the general public.

I noticed that the most recent book on cloning in my library’s collection was published this year while the oldest
one appeared in 1978. There seemed to be an explosion of interest in the topic beginning in the 1990s with the
majority of the titles appearing between then and 2004. Next, I decided to search two online databases, which are
also accessible from my university library’s website. I was interested in both scientific and legal aspects of
cloning, so I searched the health science database PubMed (my search turns up 2549 results). Next, I search the
database LexisNexis Congressional that gave me access to legislative documents related to human cloning. This
search left me with over a hundred documents. I was able to find many more articles on human cloning in popular
magazines and newspapers. By reading across these publications, I would probably be able to get a decent idea
about the current state of the debate on cloning.

Cloning: A Historical Investigation

Dolly the sheep was cloned in 1996 by British scientists and died in 2003. According to the website Science
Museum (www.sciencemuseum.org.uk), “Dolly the sheep became a scientific sensation when her birth was
announced in 1997. Her relatively early death in February 2003 fuels the debate about the ethics of cloning
research and the long-term health of clones.” I am tempted to start my search with Dolly because it was her birth
that brought the issue of cloning to broad public’s attention. But then I recall the homunculus—a “test tube” human
being that medieval alchemists often claimed to have created. It appears that my search into the history of cloning
debate will have to go back much further than 1996 when Dolly was cloned.

Cloning: Signs of Paradigm Shifts

Living in the 21st century, I am skeptical towards alchemists’ claims about creating a homunculus out of a bad of
bones, skin, and hair. Their stories may have been believable in the middle-ages, though, and may have
represented the current paradigm of thinking about the possibility of creating living organisms is a lab. So, I turned
to Dolly in an attempt to investigate what the paradigm of thinking about cloning was in the second half of the
1990s and how the scientific community and the general public received the news of Dolly’s birth. Therefore, I
went back to my university library’s web page and searched the databases for articles on Dolly and cloning
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published within two years of Dolly’s birth in 1996. After looking through several publications, both from scientific
and popular periodicals, I sense excitement, surprise, skepticism, and a little concern about the future implications
of our ability to close living creatures. Writing for The Sunday Times, in 1998, Steve Connor says that Dolly would
undergo texts to prove that she is, indeed, the clone of her mother. In his article, Connor uses such words as
“reportedly” which indicates skepticism (The Sunday Times, Feb 8, 1998, p. 9). In a New Scientist article
published in January 1998, Philip Cohen writes that in the future scientists are likely to establish human cloning
techniques. Cohen is worried that human cloning would create numerous scientific, ethical, and legal problems.
(New Scientist, Jan 17, 1998 v157 n2117 p. 4(2))

Let’s now fast-forward to 2003 and 2004. Surprisingly, at the top of the page of search results are the news that
the British biotech company whose employees cloned Dolly. Does this mean that cloning is dead, though? Far
from it! My research shows debates about legal and ethical aspects of cloning. The ability of scientists to clone
living organisms is not in doubt anymore. By now, political and ideological groups have added their agendas and
their voices to the cloning and stem cell research debate, and the US Congress has enacted legislation regulating
stem cell research in the US. The current paradigm of discussions of human cloning and the related subject of
stem cell research is not only scientific but also political, ethical, legal, and ideological in nature.

The historical study project as well as my illustration of how such an investigation could be completed should
illustrate two things. Firstly, if you believe that something about human cloning or any other topic worth
investigating is an indisputable fact, chances are that some years ago in was “only” someone’s opinion, or, in
Kuhn’s words, an “anomaly” which the current system of beliefs and the available research methods could not
explain. Secondly, academic and social attitudes towards any subject of discussion and debate are formed and
changed gradually over time. Both internal, discipline specific factors, and external, social ones, contribute to this
change. Such internal factors include the availability of new, more accurate research techniques or equipment.
The external factors include, but are not limited to, the general cultural and political climate in the country and in
the world. Academic research and academic discussions are, therefore, rhetorical phenomena which are tightly
connected not only to the state of an academic discipline at any given time, but also to the state of society as a
whole and to the interests, beliefs, and convictions of its members.

Research Activity: Interviewing Academic ProfessionalsResearch Activity: Interviewing Academic Professionals

In order to learn more about the conventions of academic discourse, interview a professor at your college.
You may wish to talk to one of the teachers whose classes you are currently taking. Or, you may choose to
interview a teacher whom you do not yet know personally, but who teaches a course that interests you or who
works in an academic major that you are considering. In either case, the purpose of your interview will be to
learn about the conventions of research and writing in your interlocutor’s academic discipline. You can design
your own interview questions. To learn about designing interviews, read the appropriate section in Chapter 7
of this book. To get you started, here are three suggestions:

• Ask to describe, in general, the kinds of research and writing that professionals in that academic field
conduct. Focus on research goals, methods, and ways in which research results are discussed in the
field’s literature.

• Discuss how a specific text from the academic discipline, such as a book or a journal article reflects
the principles and approaches covered in the first question.

• Ask for insights on learning the discourse of the discipline.

Establishing Authority in Academic Writing by Taking Control of Your
Research Sources

Good writing is authoritative. It shows that the author is in control and that he or she is leading the readers along
the argument by skillfully using research sources, interpreting them actively and creatively, and placing the
necessary signposts to help the readers anticipate where the discussion will go next. Authoritative writing has its
writing and its writer’s voice present at all times. Readers of such writing do not have to guess which parts of the
paper they are reading come from an external source and which come from the author him or herself.

The task of conveying authority through writing faces any writer since it is one of the major components of the
rhetorical approach to composing. However, it is especially relevant to academic writing because of the context in
which we learn it and in which it is read and evaluated. We come to academic writing as apprentices not only in
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the art of composing but also in the academic discipline which are studying. We face two challenges at the same
time. On the one hand, we try to learn to become better writers. On the other, we study the content of our chosen
academic disciplines that will become the content of our academic writing itself. Anyone entering college, either
as an undergraduate or a graduate student, has to navigate the numerous discourse conventions of their
academic discipline. We often have too little time for such navigation as reading, writing, and research
assignments are handed to us soon after our college careers begin. In these circumstances, we may feel insecure
and unsure of our previous knowledge, research, and writing expertise.

In the words of writing teacher and writer David Bartholomae, every beginning academic writer has to “invent the
university.” What Bartholomae means by this is, when becoming a member of an academic community, such as a
college or a university, each student has to understand what functioning in that community will mean personally
for him or her and what conventions of academic reading, writing, and learning he or she will be expected to fulfill
and follow. Thus, for every beginning academic writing, the process of learning its conventions is akin to inventing
his or her own idea of what university intellectual life is like and how to join the university community.

Beginning research and academic writers let their sources control their writing too often. I think that the cause of
this is the old idea, inherent in the traditional research paper assignment, that researched writing is supposed to
be a compilation of external sources first and a means for the writer to create and advance new knowledge
second, if at all. As a result, passages, and sometimes whole papers written in this way lack the writer’s presence
and, as a consequence, they lack authority because all they do is re-tell the information presented in sources.
Consider, for example, the following passage from a researched argument in favor of curbing video game
violence. In the paper, the author is trying to make a case that a connection exists between violence on the video
game screen and in real life. The passage below summarizes some of the literature.

The link between violence in video games and violence in real life has been shown many times (Abrams 54).
Studies show that children who play violent video games for more than two hours each day are more likely to
engage in violent behavior than their counterparts who do not (Smith 3). Axelson states that some video
games manufacturers have recognized the problems by reducing the violence in some of their titles and by
rating their games for different age groups (157). The government has instituted a rating system for
videogames similar to the one used by the movie industry in an effort to protect your children from violence
on the screen (Johnson 73). Alberts and Cohen say that we will have to wait and see whether this rating
system will prove to be effective in curbing violence (258).

This passage lacks authority because every sentence in it is taken from an external source. Where is the writer in
this paragraph? Where are the writer’s voice and interpretations of the research data? What new insights about
the possible connection between video game and real life violence do we get from this author? Is there anything
in this passage that we could not have learned by reading the sources mentioned in this paper? This writer has let
external sources control the writing by composing an entire paragraph (and the rest of the paper is written in the
same way) out of external source segments and nowhere in this passage do we see the author’s own voice,
persona, or authority. So, how can the problem of writing without authority and without voice be solved? There are
several ways, and the checklist below provides you with some suggestions.

• Always remember to use research for a rhetorical purpose—to create new knowledge and convey it to
your readers. Except in rare cases, writers are not compilers of existing information. Resist the urge to
limit your research to simply summarizing and quoting external sources. Therefore, your ultimate
purpose is to create and express your own theories and opinions about your topic.

• Talk to academics or professionals to find out what constitutes authoritative writing in their field. It could
be the presence of a strong voice, or the use f particular research methods and techniques, or a certain
way to present the results of your research. Later on in the chapter, you are offered an interview project
designed to help you do that.

• Create annotated bibliographies to make sense of your research and make the ideas and theories you
read about, your own. Try the annotated bibliography activity later on in the chapter.

• Use only reliable sources.

Integrating Sources into Your Own Writing

One of the most difficult tasks facing students of research writing is learning how to seamlessly integrate the
information they find in the research sources into their own writing. In order to create a rhetorically effective
researched text, a writer needs to work out a way of combining the research data, the voices and theories of
research sources’ authors on the one hand and his or her ideas, voice, and tone on the other. The following
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techniques of integrating source material into your own writing are, of course, relevant not only for academic
research. However, it is when faced with academic research papers that many beginning researchers face
problems with the integration of sources. Therefore, I am placing the discussion of these methods into the chapter
of the book dedicated to academic research. Typically, researching writers use the following methods of
integrating information from research sources into their writing:

Direct quoting

Quoting from a source directly allows you to convey not only the information contained in the research source, but
also the voice, tone, and “feel” of the original text. By reading direct quotes, your readers gain first-hand access to
the language and the spirit of the original source.

How Much to Quote

Students often ask me how much of their sources they should quote directly in their papers. While there is no
hard and fast rule about it, I usually reply that they should quote only when they feel it necessary to put their
readers in direct contact with the text of the source. Quote if you encounter a striking word, sentence, or passage,
one that you would be hard pressed to convey the same information and the same emotions and voice better than
the original source. Consider, for example the following passage from a paper written by a student. In the paper,
the writer analyzes a 19th-century slave narrative written by a man named J. D. Green:

The most important event of Green’s early life was the sale of his mother to another owner at the young age
of twelve years old. In response to this Green dropped to his knees and [shouted] at the heavens, “Oh! How
dreadful it is to be black! Why was I born black? It would have been better had I not been born at all” (Green
5). It is this statement that communicates the message of Green’s story. [None of] the atrocities told in the
later portions of the narrative…elicit the same level of emotion and feeling from Green. For the remainder of
the story, [he] is very reserved and treats each increasingly horrendous crime as if it was of no particular
importance.

The direct quote works well here because it conveys the emotion and the voice of the original better than a
paraphrase or summary would. Notice also the author of the paper quotes sparingly and that the borrowed
material does not take over his own ideas, voice, and tone. Out of roughly ten lines in this passage, only about
two are quoted, and the rest is the author’s own interpretation of the quote or explanation for why the quote is
necessary here.

If, after writing a preliminary draft of a paper, you feel that you have too many quotes and not enough of your own
material, try the following simple trouble- shooting method. This activity was suggested to me by my colleague
Michael Moghtader. Both my students and I have found it effective. Take a pen or a highlighter and mark all direct
quotes in your paper. Make sure that the amount of quoted material does not exceed, or even equal the amount
of your own writing. A good ratio of your own writing to quoted material would be 70% to 30% or even 80% to
20%. By keeping to these numbers, you will ensure that you work is not merely a regurgitation of writing done by
others, but that it makes a new and original contribution to the treatment of your topic.

Summarizing

A summary is a shortened version of the original passage, expressed in the writer’s own words. The key to
creating a good and useful summary of a source is preserving all the information and arguments contained in the
original while condensing original to a small size. According to Bruce Ballenger, the author of the book The
Curious Researcher (2001), summarizing “…requires careful thought , since you are the one doing the distilling
[of the original], especially if you are trying to capture the essence of the whole movie, article, or chapter, that’s
fairly complex” (128). Purely and simply, then, a good summary manages to capture the essence of the original
passage without losing any important information. Consider the following example. The original passage comes
from an article exploring manifestation of the attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) not only in children
but also in adults.

Original passage:
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Perhaps the clearest picture of adult ADHD comes from studies of people originally diagnosed with ADHD in
grade school and followed by researchers through adolescence and young adulthood. These studies vary
widely in their estimates of ADHD prevalence, remission rates, and relationship to other psychiatric
disorders. But over all, they show a high percentage — 80% in several studies –of ADHD children growing
into ADHD adolescents. Such individuals have continual trouble in school, at home, on the job, with the law
in general, and with substance abuse in particular. Compared with control groups, ADHD adolescents are
more likely to smoke, to drop out of school, to get fired, to have bad driving records, and to have difficulties
with sexual relationships. “There’s a great deal of continuity from the child to the adult form,” says Russell
Barkley, a researcher at the Medical University of South Carolina. “We’re not seeing anything that suggests
a qualitative change in the disorder. What’s changing for adults is the broadening scope of impact. Adults
have more things they’ve got to do. We’re especially seeing problems with time, with self-control, and with
planning for the future and being able to persist toward goals. In adults, these are major problems.” Poor
time management is a particularly treacherous area. As Barkley observes, “With a five-year-old, time
management isn’t relevant. With a 30-year-old, it’s highly relevant. You can lose your job over that. You can
lose a relationship over it.”

Summary:

According to the authors of the article “A Lifetime of Distraction,” studies show that about 80% of children
with ADHD grown into ADHD adolescents. Such people may have trouble in school, at work, and even with
the law. Poor time management by adults with ADHD is of particular concern (1).

When summarizing the lengthy original passage, I looked for information struck me as new, interesting, and
unusual and that might help me with my own research project. After reading the original text, I discovered that
ADHD can transfer into adulthood— something I had not known before. That claim is the main focus of the
passage and I tried to reflect it in my summary.

Paraphrasing

Paraphrasing means rewriting original passages in your own words and in roughly the same length. Skillful
paraphrasing of your sources can go a long way in helping you achieve two goals. Firstly, when you paraphrase
you are making sense of your sources, increasing your “ownership” of the ideas expressed in them. This allows
you to move a little closer to creating your own viewpoint, your own theory about the subject of your research.
Paraphrasing is a great alternative to direct quoting (especially excessive quoting) because it allows you to recast
the ideas of the original into your own language and voice. Secondly, by carefully paraphrasing source material,
you are helping yourself to avoid unintentionally plagiarizing your sources. There is more discussion on how to
avoid plagiarism in Chapter 12. For now, consider this passage, taken from the article “Fighting the Images
Wars”, by Steven Heller.

Original:

Such is the political power of negative imagery that, during World War II, American newspapers and
magazines were prohibited from publishing scenes of excessively bloody battles, and drawings done by
official “war artists” (at least those that were made public) eschewed overly graphic depictions. It wasn’t
easy, but U.S. military propaganda experts sanitized the war images, with little complaint from the media.
While it was acceptable to show barbaric adversaries, dead enemy soldiers, and even bedraggled allies, rare
were any alarming representations of our own troops in physical peril, such as the orgy of brutal violence
during the D-Day landings.

Paraphrase:

In his article “Fighting the Image Wars,” writer Steven Heller argues that the US government tries to limit the
power of the media to publish disturbing images of war and conflict. According to Heller, during World War II
and during the Korean War, American media were not allowed to publish images of disturbing war scenes
(176). Heller further states that while it was often OK to show the enemies of the US as “barbaric” by
displaying images of the atrocities committed by them, media rarely showed our own killed or wounded
troops (176).

While the paraphrase is slightly shorter than the original, it captures the main information presented in the original.
Notice the use in the paraphrase of the so-called “signal phrases.” The paraphrase opens with the indication that
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what is about to come is taken from a source. The first sentence of the paraphrased passage also indicates the
title of that source and the name of its author. Later on in the paragraph, the signal phrase “According to Heller” is
used in order to continue to tell the reader that what he or she is reading is the author’s rendering of external
source material.

How to Quote, Paraphrase, and Summarize Effectively

One of the reasons why so many of us do not like the traditional research paper assignment is because we often
feel that it requires us to collect and compile information without much thought about why we do it. In such
assignments, there is often not enough space for the writer to express and explore his or her own purpose, ideas,
and theories. Direct quoting is supposed to help you make your case, explain or illustrate something. The quote in
the passage above also works well because it is framed by the author’s own commentary and because it is clear
from why the author needs it. He needs it in order to show the utter horror of J.D. Green at the sale of his mother
and his anguish at being black in a slave-holding society. The quote is preceded by statement claiming that the
loss of his mother was a terrible event for Green (something that the quote eloquently illustrates). After quoting
from the source, the writer of the paper prepares his readers for what is to come later in the paper. Therefore, the
quote in the passage above fulfills a rhetorical purpose. It illustrates a key concept that will be seen throughout
the rest of the work and sets up the remaining portion of the argument.

Every direct quotation from a source should be accompanied by your own commentary. Incorporating source
material into your writing effectively is similar to weaving a thread of one color into a carpet or blanket of another.
In combination, the two colors can create a beautiful pattern. Try to follow this sequence:

Introduce the source and explain why you are using it

Quote

Comment on the source material and set up the next use of a source

Quote

Continue using the steps in the same or similar order for each source.

Such variation of your own ideas, commentary, and interpretation on the one hand and source material on the
other creates a smooth flow of the text and can be used not only for work with direct quotes but also with source
summaries and paraphrases.

Quick Reference: Using Signal Phrases

When using external source material, whether by direct quoting, summarizing or paraphrasing, it is important to
guide your readers through it in such a way that they always understand clearly where it is you, the author of the
paper speaking and where you are working with external sources. To indicate this, signal phrases are used.
Signal phrases introduce quoted, paraphrased, or summarized material to the reader.

Here are some popular signal phrases:

“According to [author’s name or work’s title]…”

“[Author’s name] argues that…”

“[Author’s name] states that…”

“[Author’s name] writes that…”

“[Author’s name] contends that…”

There are many other variations of these. When writing your own papers, play with these phrases, modify them to
suit your needs, and see how that does to your writing. Remember that your readers need to be prepared for every
quote, summary, or paraphrase. They need to know what is coming and why. Using signal phrases will help you
prepare them.
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Writing Activity: Putting the Writer Back into WritingWriting Activity: Putting the Writer Back into Writing

If you suspect that you might have passages like the one above in your own academic writing, try to locate
them. Then, make them your own by using sources for your rhetorical purpose rather than letting your sources
control you. Follow the following suggestions:

• Do something with every source and every external reference. Sources, no matter how authoritative,
do not speak for themselves. It is up to you as a writer to explain their significance for your paper and
to comment on them. Therefore, every time you need to use an external source in your writing,
explain to your readers what that source does for your argument and why you are using it.

• Establish and assert your authority over the subject of your writing and over your sources. It is your
paper, and therefore it your voice, your opinions, and your theories that really count in it. External
sources are useful learning and argument tools, but it is still you who does the learning and the
arguing.

• If you summarize and paraphrase your sources, make sure your readers know where a reference to
one source ends and a reference to the next one begins.

• Make sure your readers know whether it is your source speaking or you. If you summarize or
paraphrase your sources, rather then quoting them directly, do so in such a way that your audience
knows where the summary or paraphrase ends and your own commentary on it begins.

• Carefully analyze what information about your sources your readers need. For example, if most of
your readers have not studied your sources in detail, provide them with enough information about the
sources.

• Apply the conventions of working with sources that exist in your academic discipline.

Writing Activity: Creating an Annotated BibliographyWriting Activity: Creating an Annotated Bibliography

Purpose

Creating an annotated bibliography of your research sources can help you take control of them and put your
own voice and personality back into your research writing. Unlike conventional bibliographies that simply
provide information about the work’s author, title, publisher, and so on, each entry of an annotated
bibliography briefly summarizes an entry and then evaluates its possible application to research and writing.

According to Owen Williams, a librarian at the library of the University of Minnesota, annotated bibliographies
are created with the following purposes:

• To review literature on a particular subject.
• To illustrate the quality of research that you have done
• To provide examples of the types of sources available
• To describe other items on the topic that might be of interest to the reader.

Williams then provides an example of an entry from an annotated bibliography:

“Sewell, W. (1989). Weaving a program: Literate programming in WEB. New York: Van Nostrand Reinhold.

Sewell explains the code language within these pages including certain lines of code as examples. One useful
idea that Sewell uses is to explain characters and how they work in the programming of a Web Page. He also
goes through and describes how to make lists and a title section. This will be very useful because all Web
Pages have a title section. This author also introduces Pascal which I am not sure if I will include in my
manual but after I read more about it I can decide whether this will be helpful to future users. This book will not
be the basis of my manual but will add some key points, which are described above.”

Note that the author of this entry not only summarizes the content of a source, but also evaluates the
usefulness of this source a specific research project. Annotated bibliographies are not just exercises in the
rules of citation. Instead, they help writers to begin the transition from reading sources into writing about them.
By combining evaluation with description, annotated bibliographies help writers approach their research
actively by beginning to make sense of their sources early on in the research process.
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Process

Begin a research project by collecting and annotating possible sources. Remember that not all the sources which
your annotated bibliography will include may end up in your final paper. This is normal since researchers cast
their nets much wider in the beginning of a project than the range of sources which they eventually include in their
writing. The purpose of creating an annotated bibliography is to learn about the available resources on your
subject and to get an idea how these resources might be useful for your particular writing project. As you collect
your sources, write short summaries of each of them. Also try to apply the content of these sources to the project
you are working on Don’t worry about fitting each source exactly into what you think your project will be like.
Remember that, in the process of research, you are learning about your subject, and that you never really know
where this learning process takes you.

Conclusions

As a college student, you are probably taking four, five, or even six classes simultaneously. In many, if not all of
those classes you are probably required to conduct research and produce research-based writing. So far in this
chapter, we have discussed some general principles of academic research and writing which, I hope, will help you
improve as an academic researcher and writer regardless of your major or academic discipline in which you work.
In this segment of the chapter, I would like to offer a practical checklist of approaches, strategies, and methods
that you can use for academic research and writing.

• Approach each research writing assignment rhetorically. Learn to recognize its purpose, intended
audience, the context in which you are writing and the limitations that this context will impose on you as
a writer. Also treat the format and structural requirements, such as the requirement to cite external
sources, as rhetorical devices which will help you to make a bigger impact on your readers.

• Try to understand each research and writing assignment as best as you can. If you receive a written
description of the assignment, read it several times and discuss it with your classmates and your
instructor. If in doubt about some aspect of the assignment, ask your instructor.

• Develop and use a strong and authoritative voice. Make your sources work for you, not control you.
When you write, it is your theories and your voice that counts. Research helps you form and express
those opinions.

• Becoming a good academic researcher and writer takes time, practice, and rhetorical sensitivity. It takes
talking to professionals in academic fields, such as your college professors, reading a lot of professional
literature, and learning to understand the research and writing conventions of each academic discipline. To
learn to function as a researcher and writer in your chosen academic discipline or profession, it is
necessary to understand that research and writing are governed by discourse and community conventions
and not by rigid and artificial rules.
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SAMPLE ASSIGNMENT: MAPPING YOUR TOPIC

Now that you have developed your topic, research question, and thesis, it is time to develop a framework for your
entire paper. At this point, you have not started your research in earnest, but your outline will help guide your
research and ensure that you find the resources that will help you prove your thesis.

Directions:

1. Review the following video about Webbing:

Watch this video online: https://youtu.be/rhuoarTozf8

Webbing (Links to an external site.)

2. Review “Mapping a Concept: Sites to Get You Started” (Links to an external site.)

3. Map out concepts for the research topic you identified.

4. Upload an image of your mapping as a .pdf in the submission.
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OUTLINING: DEVELOPING A FRAMEWORK FOR
THE RESEARCH PAPER

This section will help you develop a framework for the research paper.

OUTLINING

Learning Objectives

1. Identify the steps in constructing an outline.
2. Construct a topic outline and a sentence outline.

Your prewriting activities and readings have helped you gather information for your assignment. The more you
sort through the pieces of information you found, the more you will begin to see the connections between them.
Patterns and gaps may begin to stand out. But only when you start to organize your ideas will you be able to
translate your raw insights into a form that will communicate meaning to your audience.
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Tip

Longer papers require more reading and planning than shorter papers do. Most writers discover that the more
they know about a topic, the more they can write about it with intelligence and interest.

Organizing Ideas

When you write, you need to organize your ideas in an order that makes sense. The writing you complete in all
your courses exposes how analytically and critically your mind works. In some courses, the only direct contact
you may have with your instructor is through the assignments you write for the course. You can make a good
impression by spending time ordering your ideas.

Order refers to your choice of what to present first, second, third, and so on in your writing. The order you pick
closely relates to your purpose for writing that particular assignment. For example, when telling a story, it may be
important to first describe the background for the action. Or you may need to first describe a 3-D movie projector
or a television studio to help readers visualize the setting and scene. You may want to group your support
effectively to convince readers that your point of view on an issue is well reasoned and worthy of belief.

In longer pieces of writing, you may organize different parts in different ways so that your purpose stands out
clearly and all parts of the paper work together to consistently develop your main point.

Methods of Organizing Writing

The three common methods of organizing writing are chronological order, spatial order, and order of importance.
You will learn more about these in Chapter 9 “Writing Essays: From Start to Finish”; however, you need to keep
these methods of organization in mind as you plan how to arrange the information you have gathered in an
outline. An outline is a written plan that serves as a skeleton for the paragraphs you write. Later, when you draft
paragraphs in the next stage of the writing process, you will add support to create “flesh” and “muscle” for your
assignment.

When you write, your goal is not only to complete an assignment but also to write for a specific purpose—perhaps
to inform, to explain, to persuade, or for a combination of these purposes. Your purpose for writing should always
be in the back of your mind, because it will help you decide which pieces of information belong together and how
you will order them. In other words, choose the order that will most effectively fit your purpose and support your
main point.

Table 8.1 “Order versus Purpose” shows the connection between order and purpose.

Table 8.1 Order versus Purpose

OrderOrder PurposePurpose

To explain the history of an event or a topic

To tell a story or relate an experience

To explain how to do or make something
Chronological Order

To explain the steps in a process

To help readers visualize something as you want them to see it
Spatial Order

To create a main impression using the senses (sight, touch, taste, smell, and sound)

Order of Importance To persuade or convince
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OrderOrder PurposePurpose

To rank items by their importance, benefit, or significance

Writing a Thesis Statement

One legitimate question readers always ask about a piece of writing is “What is the big idea?” (You may even ask
this question when you are the reader, critically reading an assignment or another document.) Every nonfiction
writing task—from the short essay to the ten-page term paper to the lengthy senior thesis—needs a big idea, or a
controlling idea, as the spine for the work. The controlling idea is the main idea that you want to present and
develop.

Tip

For a longer piece of writing, the main idea should be broader than the main idea for a shorter piece of writing. Be
sure to frame a main idea that is appropriate for the length of the assignment. Ask yourself, “How many pages will
it take for me to explain and explore this main idea in detail?” Be reasonable with your estimate. Then expand or
trim it to fit the required length.

The big idea, or controlling idea, you want to present in an essay is expressed in a thesis statement. A thesis
statement is often one sentence long, and it states your point of view. The thesis statement is not the topic of the
piece of writing but rather what you have to say about that topic and what is important to tell readers.

Table 8.2 “Topics and Thesis Statements” compares topics and thesis statements.

Table 8.2 Topics and Thesis Statements

TopicTopic Thesis StatementThesis Statement

Music piracy
The recording industry fears that so-called music piracy will diminish
profits and destroy markets, but it cannot be more wrong.

The number of consumer choices
available in media gear

Everyone wants the newest and the best digital technology, but the
choices are extensive, and the specifications are often confusing.

E-books and online newspapers
increasing their share of the market

E-books and online newspapers will bring an end to print media as we
know it.

Online education and the new
media

Someday, students and teachers will send avatars to their online
classrooms.

The first thesis statement you write will be a preliminary thesis statement, or a working thesis statement. You will
need it when you begin to outline your assignment as a way to organize it. As you continue to develop the
arrangement, you can limit your working thesis statement if it is too broad or expand it if it proves too narrow for
what you want to say.

Exercise 1

Using the topic you selected in Section 8.1 “Apply Prewriting Models”, develop a working thesis statement that
states your controlling idea for the piece of writing you are doing. On a sheet of paper, write your working thesis
statement.
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Tip

You will make several attempts before you devise a working thesis statement that you think is effective. Each
draft of the thesis statement will bring you closer to the wording that expresses your meaning exactly.

Writing an Outline

For an essay question on a test or a brief oral presentation in class, all you may need to prepare is a short,
informal outline in which you jot down key ideas in the order you will present them. This kind of outline reminds
you to stay focused in a stressful situation and to include all the good ideas that help you explain or prove your
point.

For a longer assignment, like an essay or a research paper, many college instructors require students to submit a
formal outline before writing a major paper as a way to be sure you are on the right track and are working in an
organized manner. A formal outline is a detailed guide that shows how all your supporting ideas relate to each
other. It helps you distinguish between ideas that are of equal importance and ones that are of lesser importance.
You build your paper based on the framework created by the outline.

Tip

Instructors may also require you to submit an outline with your final draft to check the direction of the assignment
and the logic of your final draft. If you are required to submit an outline with the final draft of a paper, remember to
revise the outline to reflect any changes you made while writing the paper.

There are two types of formal outlines: the topic outline and the sentence outline. You format both types of formal
outlines in the same way.

• Place your introduction and thesis statement at the beginning, under roman numeral I.
• Use roman numerals (II, III, IV, V, etc.) to identify main points that develop the thesis statement.
• Use capital letters (A, B, C, D, etc.) to divide your main points into parts.
• Use arabic numerals (1, 2, 3, 4, 5, etc.) if you need to subdivide any As, Bs, or Cs into smaller parts.
• End with the final roman numeral expressing your idea for your conclusion.

Here is what the skeleton of a traditional formal outline looks like. The indention helps clarify how the ideas are
related.

1. IntroductionThesis statement
2. Main point 1 → becomes the topic sentence of body paragraph 1

1. Supporting detail → becomes a support sentence of body paragraph 1
1. Subpoint
2. Subpoint

2. Supporting detail
1. Subpoint
2. Subpoint

3. Supporting detail
1. Subpoint
2. Subpoint

3. Main point 2 → becomes the topic sentence of body paragraph 2
1. Supporting detail
2. Supporting detail
3. Supporting detail

4. Main point 3 → becomes the topic sentence of body paragraph 3
1. Supporting detail
2. Supporting detail
3. Supporting detail

5. Conclusion
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Tip

In an outline, any supporting detail can be developed with subpoints. For simplicity, the model shows them only
under the first main point.

Tip

Formal outlines are often quite rigid in their organization. As many instructors will specify, you cannot subdivide
one point if it is only one part. For example, for every roman numeral I, there must be a For every A, there must
be a B. For every arabic numeral 1, there must be a 2. See for yourself on the sample outlines that follow.

Constructing Topic Outlines

A topic outline is the same as a sentence outline except you use words or phrases instead of complete
sentences. Words and phrases keep the outline short and easier to comprehend. All the headings, however, must
be written in parallel structure. (For more information on parallel structure, see Chapter 7 “Refining Your Writing:
How Do I Improve My Writing Technique?”.)

Here is the topic outline that Mariah constructed for the essay she is developing. Her purpose is to inform, and her
audience is a general audience of her fellow college students. Notice how Mariah begins with her thesis
statement. She then arranges her main points and supporting details in outline form using short phrases in
parallel grammatical structure.

Checklist

Writing an Effective Topic Outline

This checklist can help you write an effective topic outline for your assignment. It will also help you discover where
you may need to do additional reading or prewriting.
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• Do I have a controlling idea that guides the development of the entire piece of writing?
• Do I have three or more main points that I want to make in this piece of writing? Does each main point

connect to my controlling idea?
• Is my outline in the best order—chronological order, spatial order, or order of importance—for me to

present my main points? Will this order help me get my main point across?
• Do I have supporting details that will help me inform, explain, or prove my main points?
• Do I need to add more support? If so, where?
• Do I need to make any adjustments in my working thesis statement before I consider it the final version?

Writing at Work

Word processing programs generally have an automatic numbering feature that can be used to prepare outlines.
This feature automatically sets indents and lets you use the tab key to arrange information just as you would in an
outline. Although in business this style might be acceptable, in college your instructor might have different
requirements. Teach yourself how to customize the levels of outline numbering in your word-processing program
to fit your instructor’s preferences.

Exercise 2

Using the working thesis statement you wrote in Note 8.32 “Exercise 1” and the reading you did in Section 8.1
“Apply Prewriting Models”, construct a topic outline for your essay. Be sure to observe correct outline form,
including correct indentions and the use of Roman and arabic numerals and capital letters.

Collaboration

Please share with a classmate and compare your outline. Point out areas of interest from their outline and what
you would like to learn more about.

Constructing Sentence Outlines

A sentence outline is the same as a topic outline except you use complete sentences instead of words or
phrases. Complete sentences create clarity and can advance you one step closer to a draft in the writing process.

Here is the sentence outline that Mariah constructed for the essay she is developing.

6262



Tip

The information compiled under each roman numeral will become a paragraph in your final paper. In the previous
example, the outline follows the standard five-paragraph essay arrangement, but longer essays will require more
paragraphs and thus more roman numerals. If you think that a paragraph might become too long or stringy, add
an additional paragraph to your outline, renumbering the main points appropriately.

Writing at Work

PowerPoint presentations, used both in schools and in the workplace, are organized in a way very similar to
formal outlines. PowerPoint presentations often contain information in the form of talking points that the presenter
develops with more details and examples than are contained on the PowerPoint slide.

Exercise 3

Expand the topic outline you prepared in Note 8.41 “Exercise 2” to make it a sentence outline. In this outline, be
sure to include multiple supporting points for your main topic even if your topic outline does not contain them. Be
sure to observe correct outline form, including correct indentions and the use of Roman and arabic numerals and
capital letters.

Key Takeaways

• Writers must put their ideas in order so the assignment makes sense. The most common orders are
chronological order, spatial order, and order of importance.

• After gathering and evaluating the information you found for your essay, the next step is to write a
working, or preliminary, thesis statement.

• The working thesis statement expresses the main idea that you want to develop in the entire piece of
writing. It can be modified as you continue the writing process.
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• Effective writers prepare a formal outline to organize their main ideas and supporting details in the order
they will be presented.

• A topic outline uses words and phrases to express the ideas.
• A sentence outline uses complete sentences to express the ideas.
• The writer’s thesis statement begins the outline, and the outline ends with suggestions for the concluding

paragraph.
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SAMPLE ASSIGNMENT: OUTLINING YOUR
RESEARCH PAPER

Now that you have developed your topic, research question, and thesis, it is time to develop a framework for your
entire paper. At this point, you have not started your research in earnest, but your outline will help guide your
research and ensure that you find the resources that will help you prove your thesis.

Directions:

1. Develop the outline for your research paper by considering the following:

• Organizing your ideas in an order that makes sense: what do you plan to present first, second, third and
so on in your writing?

• Choose a method of organizing your writing, such as chronological order, spatial order, and order of
importance.

• Be sure your ideas support your thesis statement.
• Choose whether you want to create a topic outline or a sentence outline.

2. After you develop your outline, use the following checklist to discover whether you need to do additional
reading or prewriting:

• Do I have a controlling idea that guides the development of the entire piece of writing?
• Do I have three or more main points that I want to make in this piece of writing? Does each main point

connect to my controlling idea?
• Is my outline in the best order—chronological order, spatial order, or order of importance—for me to

present my main points? Will this order help me get my main point across?
• Do I have supporting details that will help me inform, explain, or prove my main points?
• Do I need to add more support? If so, where?
• Do I need to make any adjustments in my working thesis statement before I consider it the final version?

3. Upload your outline to the submission.
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HOW TO FIND AND DEVELOP A VIABLE
RESEARCH TOPIC

Identify aIdentify a TopicTopic

State your topic idea as a question.State your topic idea as a question. For example, if you are interested in finding out about use of alcoholic
beverages by college students, you might pose the question, “What effect does use of alcoholic beverages have
on the health of college students?”

Identify the main concepts or keywordsIdentify the main concepts or keywords in your question.in your question. In this case they are alcoholic beverages, health, and
college students.

Suggestions for Finding a TopicSuggestions for Finding a Topic

• Discuss your topic ideas with your class instructor.
• Discuss your topic ideas with a reference librarian. It may be wise to set up a research consultation.
• Explore current topics using News Collections Online.
• Browse these subject research guides.

Test Your Topic

Test the main concepts or keywords in your topic by looking them up in the appropriate background sources or by
using them as search terms in periodical databases.

• If you are finding too much information and too many sources, narrow your topic by using
the and operator: beer and health and college students, for example.

• Finding too little information may indicate that you need to broaden your topic. For example, look for
information on students, rather than college students. Link synonymous search terms with or: alcoholic
beverages or beer or wine or liquor. Use truncation (i.e., alcohol*) with search terms to broaden the
search and increases the number of items you find.

Internet Search Resources

The term “Research-quality Web Searching” reflects a belief that there is a lot of great material on the Web –
primary sources, specialized directories and databases, statistical information, educational sites on many levels,
policy, opinion of all kinds, and so much more – and tools for finding it are steadily improving.

• Recommended Search Strategy: Analyze Your Topic & Search With Peripheral Vision
• Evaluating Web Pages: Why and How and evaluation checklist forms (PDFs)
• Style Sheets for Citing Resources (Print & Electronic) (MLA, APA, Chicago/Turabian)
• Glossary of Internet & Web Jargon
• Handouts and PowerPoints used in UC Berkley workshops
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MODULE 2: RESEARCHING: HOW,
WHAT, WHEN, WHERE AND WHY

INTRODUCTION TO RESEARCHING: HOW, WHAT,
WHEN, WHERE, AND WHY

If you are already at work on a writing project, you most likely are well aware that you often need to start writing in
order to discover all of your ideas about a subject. In this unit, we will take the discovery process a bit further by
exploring how identifying, analyzing, and making effective use of the work of others can do even more to clarify
your viewpoint and refine your thesis.

We will begin by looking at research as a concept. By now, you should feel a little more comfortable thinking of
yourself as a researcher and you may be anxious to get started. To get you off on the right foot, we will look at
how analysis and planning can streamline your research efforts and help you to make the best use of your
findings. After that, we will dig deeply into the research process itself. In addition to learning more about traditional
library research methods, you will have a chance to get acquainted with methods for conducting research in
person, on your own computer, and on the Internet.

We will also define primary and secondary sources and will look at some of the merits of using both of these types
of information. We will spend quite a bit of time reviewing the tools and techniques for conducting research on the
Internet. You will have a chance to explore some of the most useful Internet sites for locating both printed
and online information, and you will start to get a clearer idea about where to look for information in specific
disciplines and to fulfill specific purposes.

Finally, we will acknowledge the importance of keeping research well-organized and clearly documented. You will
get a chance to practice the best techniques for recording, organizing, and annotating the source information that
you want to use.

By the end of this unit, you should have a good understanding of how to carry out your research in an organized,
thoughtful manner. You should also have the opportunity to complete much of the preliminary research for your
final paper and to identify any information gaps that may require further investigation.
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This section will help you record and organize your research.
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SAMPLE ASSIGNMENT: CHOOSING A NOTE-
TAKING TOOL

For this activity, you will explore Evernote and Google Drive and consider how you might use these as note-taking
tools for recording your research.

Directions:

1. Explore the following videos and webpages about Evernote and Google Drive:

Evernote Overview

Watch this video online:

This is Google Drive
Watch this video online: www.youtube.com/embed/1WTE6pa-EY4

This is Google Drive
Watch this video in your course online: www.youtube.com/embed/1WTE6pa-EY4

Visit this page to get started with Evernote:

http://evernote.com/evernote/

Visit this page to get started with Google Drive:

http://www.google.com/drive/about.html

2. In a Primary Post, discuss the following:

• Before learning about Evernote and Google Drive, how did you expect to conduct your note-taking of
research for your paper?

• What do you perceive to be the pros and cons for each tool?
• Which of these would you most likely use for recording the research for your paper? Why?
• What is your plan now for taking notes about the research for you paper?

3. Submit your Primary Post to the discussion.

4. Review your classmates’ Primary Posts.

5. Choose two classmates’ to respond to in thoughtful Secondary Posts.
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USING A REVERSE OUTLINE

Watch this brief video on reverse outlining. Take notes so that you remember the technique while you are
reviewing and taking notes on your research articles. Then, practice writing a reverse outline of one of the
resources you plan to use in your research paper.

Watch this video online: https://youtu.be/1hutF4fq5H0
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GETTING STARTED WITH RESEARCH

Read the following articles:

• Strategies for Gathering Reliable Information
• Finding and Evaluating Research Sources
• Distinguishing Scholarly Journals from Other Periodicals
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STRATEGIES FOR GATHERING RELIABLE
INFORMATION

Learning Objectives

1. Distinguish between primary and secondary sources.
2. Identify strategies for locating relevant print and electronic resources efficiently.
3. Identify instances when it is appropriate to use human sources, such as interviews or eyewitness

testimony.
4. Identify criteria for evaluating research resources.
5. Understand why many electronic resources are not reliable.

Now that you have planned your research project, you are ready to begin the research. This phase can be both
exciting and challenging. As you read this section, you will learn ways to locate sources efficiently, so you have
enough time to read the sources, take notes, and think about how to use the information.
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Of course, the technological advances of the past few decades—particularly the rise of online media—mean that,
as a twenty-first-century student, you have countless sources of information available at your fingertips. But how
can you tell whether a source is reliable? This section will discuss strategies for evaluating sources critically so
that you can be a media-savvy researcher.

In this section, you will locate and evaluate resources for your paper and begin taking notes. As you read, begin
gathering print and electronic resources, identify at least eight to ten sources by the time you finish the chapter,
and begin taking notes on your research findings.

Locating Useful Resources

When you chose a paper topic and determined your research questions, you conducted preliminary research to
stimulate your thinking. Your research proposal included some general ideas for how to go about your
research—for instance, interviewing an expert in the field or analyzing the content of popular magazines. You
may even have identified a few potential sources. Now it is time to conduct a more focused, systematic search for
informative primary and secondary sources.

Using Primary and Secondary Sources

Writers classify research resources in two categories: primary sources and secondary sources. Primary sources
are direct, firsthand sources of information or data. For example, if you were writing a paper about the First
Amendment right to freedom of speech, the text of the First Amendment in the Bill of Rights would be a primary
source.

Other primary sources include the following:

• Research articles
• Literary texts
• Historical documents such as diaries or letters
• Autobiographies or other personal accounts

Secondary sources discuss, interpret, analyze, consolidate, or otherwise rework information from primary
sources. In researching a paper about the First Amendment, you might read articles about legal cases that
involved First Amendment rights, or editorials expressing commentary on the First Amendment. These sources
would be considered secondary sources because they are one step removed from the primary source of
information.

The following are examples of secondary sources:

• Magazine articles
• Biographical books
• Literary and scientific reviews
• Television documentaries

Your topic and purpose determine whether you must cite both primary and secondary sources in your paper. Ask
yourself which sources are most likely to provide the information that will answer your research questions. If you
are writing a research paper about reality television shows, you will need to use some reality shows as a primary
source, but secondary sources, such as a reviewer’s critique, are also important. If you are writing about the
health effects of nicotine, you will probably want to read the published results of scientific studies, but secondary
sources, such as magazine articles discussing the outcome of a recent study, may also be helpful.

Once you have thought about what kinds of sources are most likely to help you answer your research questions,
you may begin your search for print and electronic resources. The challenge here is to conduct your search
efficiently. Writers use strategies to help them find the sources that are most relevant and reliable while steering
clear of sources that will not be useful.
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Finding Print Resources

Print resources include a vast array of documents and publications. Regardless of your topic, you will consult
some print resources as part of your research. (You will use electronic sources as well, but it is not wise to limit
yourself to electronic sources only, because some potentially useful sources may be available only in print form.)
Table 11.1 “Library Print Resources” lists different types of print resources available at public and university
libraries.

Table 11.1 Library Print Resources

ResourceResource
TypeType

DescriptionDescription Example(s)Example(s)

Reference
works

Reference works provide a summary of information about a
particular topic. Almanacs, encyclopedias, atlases, medical
reference books, and scientific abstracts are examples of reference
works. In some cases, reference books may not be checked out of
a library.

Note that reference works are many steps removed from original
primary sources and are often brief, so these should be used only
as a starting point when you gather information.

• The World
Almanac and
Book of Facts
2010

• Diagnostic and
Statistical
Manual
published by
the American
Psychiatric
Association

Nonfiction
books

Nonfiction books provide in-depth coverage of a topic. Trade books,
biographies, and how-to guides are usually written for a general
audience. Scholarly books and scientific studies are usually written
for an audience that has specialized knowledge of a topic.

• The Low-Carb
Solution: A
Slimmer You in
30 Days

• Carbohydrates,
Fats and
Proteins:
Exploring the
Relationship
Between
Macronutrient
Ratios and
Health
Outcomes

Periodicals
and news
sources

These sources are published at regular intervals—daily, weekly,
monthly, or quarterly. Newspapers, magazines, and academic
journals are examples. Some periodicals provide articles on
subjects of general interest, while others are more specialized.

• New York
Times

• PC Magazine
• JAMA, The

Journal of the
American
Medical
Association

Government
publications

Federal, state, and local government agencies publish information
on a variety of topics. Government publications include reports,
legislation, court documents, public records, statistics, studies,
guides, programs, and forms.

• The Census
2000 Profile

• The Business
Relocation
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ResourceResource
TypeType

DescriptionDescription Example(s)Example(s)

Package
published by
the
Philadelphia
Chamber of
Commerce

Business
and
nonprofit
publications

Businesses and nonprofit organizations produce publications
designed to market a product, provide background about the
organization, provide information on topics connected to the
organization, or promote a cause. These publications include
reports, newsletters, advertisements, manuals, brochures, and
other print documents.

• A company’s
instruction
manual
explaining how
to use a
specific
software
program

• A news release
published by
the Sierra Club

Some of these resources are also widely available in electronic format. In addition to the resources noted in the
table, library holdings may include primary texts such as historical documents, letters, and diaries.

Writing at Work

Businesses, government organizations, and nonprofit organizations produce published materials that range from
brief advertisements and brochures to lengthy, detailed reports. In many cases, producing these publications
requires research. A corporation’s annual report may include research about economic or industry trends. A
charitable organization may use information from research in materials sent to potential donors.

Regardless of the industry you work in, you may be asked to assist in developing materials for publication. Often,
incorporating research in these documents can make them more effective in informing or persuading readers.

Tip

As you gather information, strive for a balance of accessible, easy-to-read sources and more specialized,
challenging sources. Relying solely on lightweight books and articles written for a general audience will drastically
limit the range of useful, substantial information. On the other hand, restricting oneself to dense, scholarly works
could make the process of researching extremely time-consuming and frustrating.

Exercise 1

Make a list of five types of print resources you could use to find information about your research topic. Include at
least one primary source. Be as specific as possible—if you have a particular resource or type of resource in
mind, describe it.

To find print resources efficiently, first identify the major concepts and terms you will use to conduct your
search—that is, your keywords. These, along with the research questions you identified in Chapter 11 “Writing
from Research: What Will I Learn?”, Section 11.2 “Steps in Developing a Research Proposal”, will help you find
sources using any of the following methods:

• Using the library’s online catalog or card catalog

7171



• Using periodicals indexes and databases
• Consulting a reference librarian

You probably already have some keywords in mind based on your preliminary research and writing. Another way
to identify useful keywords is to visit the Library of Congress’s website at http://id.loc.gov/authorities. This site
allows you to search for a topic and see the related subject headings used by the Library of Congress, including
broader terms, narrower terms, and related terms. Other libraries use these terms to classify materials. Knowing
the most-used terms will help you speed up your keyword search.

Jorge used the Library of Congress site to identify general terms he could use to find resources about low-carb
dieting. His search helped him identify potentially useful keywords and related topics, such as carbohydrates in
human nutrition, glycemic index, and carbohydrates—metabolism. These terms helped Jorge refine his search.

Tip

Knowing the right keywords can sometimes make all the difference in conducting a successful search. If you have
trouble finding sources on a topic, consult a librarian to see whether you need to modify your search terms.

Exercise 2

Visit the Library of Congress’s website at http://id.loc.gov/authorities and conduct searches on a few terms related
to your topic.

1. Review your search results and identify six to eight additional terms you might use when you conduct
your research.

2. Print out the search results or save the results to your research folder on your computer or portable
storage device.

Using Periodicals, Indexes, and Databases

Library catalogs can help you locate book-length sources, as well as some types of nonprint holdings, such as
CDs, DVDs, and audio books. To locate shorter sources, such as magazine and journal articles, you will need to
use a periodical index or an online periodical database. These tools index the articles that appear in newspapers,
magazines, and journals. Like catalogs, they provide publication information about an article and often allow users
to access a summary or even the full text of the article.

Print indexes may be available in the periodicals section of your library. Increasingly, libraries use online
databases that users can access through the library website. A single library may provide access to multiple
periodical databases. These can range from general news databases to specialized databases. Table 11.2
“Commonly Used Indexes and Databases” describes some commonly used indexes and databases.

Table 11.2 Commonly Used Indexes and Databases

ResourceResource FormatFormat ContentsContents

New York Times Index Print Guide to articles published in the New York Times

ProQuest Online
Database that archives content from newspapers, magazines, and
dissertations

Psychlit, PsycINFO Online
Databases that archive content from journals in psychology and
psychiatry

Business Source
Complete

Online
Database that archives business-related content from magazines and
journals
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ResourceResource FormatFormat ContentsContents

MEDLINE, PubMed Online Databases that archive articles in medicine and health

EBSCOhost Online
General database that provides access to articles on a wide variety of
topics

Reading Popular and Scholarly Periodicals

When you search for periodicals, be sure to distinguish among different types. Mass-market publications, such as
newspapers and popular magazines, differ from scholarly publications in their accessibility, audience, and
purpose.

Newspapers and magazines are written for a broader audience than scholarly journals. Their content is usually
quite accessible and easy to read. Trade magazines that target readers within a particular industry may presume
the reader has background knowledge, but these publications are still reader-friendly for a broader audience.
Their purpose is to inform and, often, to entertain or persuade readers as well.

Scholarly or academic journals are written for a much smaller and more expert audience. The creators of these
publications assume that most of their readers are already familiar with the main topic of the journal. The target
audience is also highly educated. Informing is the primary purpose of a scholarly journal. While a journal article
may advance an agenda or advocate a position, the content will still be presented in an objective style and formal
tone. Entertaining readers with breezy comments and splashy graphics is not a priority.

Because of these differences, scholarly journals are more challenging to read. That doesn’t mean you should
avoid them. On the contrary, they can provide in-depth information unavailable elsewhere. Because
knowledgeable professionals carefully review the content before publication, scholarly journals are far more
reliable than much of the information available in popular media. Seek out academic journals along with other
resources. Just be prepared to spend a little more time processing the information.

Writing at Work

Periodicals databases are not just for students writing research papers. They also provide a valuable service to
workers in various fields. The owner of a small business might use a database such as Business Source
Premiere to find articles on management, finance, or trends within a particular industry. Health care professionals
might consult databases such as MedLine to research a particular disease or medication. Regardless of what
career path you plan to pursue, periodicals databases can be a useful tool for researching specific topics and
identifying periodicals that will help you keep up with the latest news in your industry.

Consulting a Reference Librarian

Sifting through library stacks and database search results to find the information you need can be like trying to
find a needle in a haystack. If you are not sure how you should begin your search, or if it is yielding too many or
too few results, you are not alone. Many students find this process challenging, although it does get easier with
experience. One way to learn better search strategies is to consult a reference librarian.

Reference librarians are intimately familiar with the systems libraries use to organize and classify information.
They can help you locate a particular book in the library stacks, steer you toward useful reference works, and
provide tips on how to use databases and other electronic research tools. Take the time to see what resources
you can find on your own, but if you encounter difficulties, ask for help. Many university librarians hold virtual
office hours and are available for online chatting.

7373



Exercise 3

Visit your library’s website or consult with a reference librarian to determine what periodicals indexes or
databases would be useful for your research. Depending on your topic, you may rely on a general news index, a
specialized index for a particular subject area, or both. Search the catalog for your topic and related keywords.
Print out or bookmark your search results.

1. Identify at least one to two relevant periodicals, indexes, or databases.
2. Conduct a keyword search to find potentially relevant articles on your topic.
3. Save your search results. If the index you are using provides article summaries, read these to determine

how useful the articles are likely to be.
4. Identify at least three to five articles to review more closely. If the full article is available online, set aside

time to read it. If not, plan to visit our library within the next few days to locate the articles you need.

Tip

One way to refine your keyword search is to use Boolean operators. These operators allow you to combine
keywords, find variations on a word, and otherwise expand or limit your results. Here are some of the ways you
can use Boolean operators:

• Combine keywords with andand or ++ to limit results to citations that include both keywords—for example,
diet + nutritiondiet + nutrition.

• Combine keywords with notnot or –– to search for the first word without the second. This can help you
eliminate irrelevant results based on words that are similar to your search term. For example, searching
for obesity not childhoodobesity not childhood locates materials on obesity but excludes materials on childhood obesity.

• Enclose a phrase in quotation marks to search for an exact phrase, such as “morbid obesitymorbid obesity.”
• Use parentheses to direct the order of operations in a search string. For example, since Type II diabetes

is also known as adult-onset diabetes, you could search (Type II or adult-onset) and diabetes(Type II or adult-onset) and diabetes to limit
your search results to articles on this form of the disease.

• Use a wildcard symbol such as ##, ??, or $$ after a word to search for variations on a term. For instance,
you might type diabet#diabet# to search for information on diabetes and diabetics. The specific symbol used
varies with different databases.

Finding and Using Electronic Resources

With the expansion of technology and media over the past few decades, a wealth of information is available to
you in electronic format. Some types of resources, such as a television documentary, may only be available
electronically. Other resources—for instance, many newspapers and magazines—may be available in both print
and electronic form. The following are some of the electronic sources you might consult:

• Online databases
• CD-ROMs
• Popular web search engines
• Websites maintained by businesses, universities, nonprofit organizations, or government agencies
• Newspapers, magazines, and journals published on the web
• E-books
• Audio books
• Industry blogs
• Radio and television programs and other audio and video recordings
• Online discussion groups

The techniques you use to locate print resources can also help you find electronic resources efficiently. Libraries
usually include CD-ROMs, audio books, and audio and video recordings among their holdings. You can locate
these materials in the catalog using a keyword search. The same Boolean operators used to refine database
searches can help you filter your results in popular search engines.
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Using Internet Search Engines Efficiently

When faced with the challenge of writing a research paper, some students rely on popular search engines as their
first source of information. Typing a keyword or phrase into a search engine instantly pulls up links to dozens,
hundreds, or even thousands of related websites—what could be easier? Unfortunately, despite its apparent
convenience, this research strategy has the following drawbacks to consider:

• Results do not always appear in order of reliability.Results do not always appear in order of reliability. The first few hits that appear in search results may
include sites whose content is not always reliable, such as online encyclopedias that can be edited by
any user. Because websites are created by third parties, the search engine cannot tell you which sites
have accurate information.

• Results may be too numerous for you to use.Results may be too numerous for you to use. The amount of information available on the web is far
greater than the amount of information housed within a particular library or database. Realistically, if your
web search pulls up thousands of hits, you will not be able to visit every site—and the most useful sites
may be buried deep within your search results.

• Search engines are not connected to the results of the search.Search engines are not connected to the results of the search. Search engines find websites that people
visit often and list the results in order of popularity. The search engine, then, is not connected to any of
the results. When you cite a source found through a search engine, you do not need to cite the search
engine. Only cite the source.

A general web search can provide a helpful overview of a topic and may pull up genuinely useful resources. To
get the most out of a search engine, however, use strategies to make your search more efficient. Use multiple
keywords and Boolean operators to limit your results. Click on the Advanced Search link on the homepage to find
additional options for streamlining your search. Depending on the specific search engine you use, the following
options may be available:

• Limit results to websites that have been updated within a particular time frame.
• Limit results by language or country.
• Limit results to scholarly works available online.
• Limit results by file type.
• Limit results to a particular domain type, such as .edu (school and university sites) or .gov (government

sites). This is a quick way to filter out commercial sites, which can often lead to more objective results.

Use the Bookmarks or Favorites feature of your web browser to save and organize sites that look promising.

Using Other Information Sources: Interviews

With so many print and electronic media readily available, it is easy to overlook another valuable information
resource: other people. Consider whether you could use a person or group as a primary source. For instance, you
might interview a professor who has expertise in a particular subject, a worker within a particular industry, or a
representative from a political organization. Interviews can be a great way to get firsthand information.

To get the most out of an interview, you will need to plan ahead. Contact your subject early in the research
process and explain your purpose for requesting an interview. Prepare detailed questions. Open-ended
questions, rather than questions with simple yes-or-no answers, are more likely to lead to an in-depth discussion.
Schedule a time to meet, and be sure to obtain your subject’s permission to record the interview. Take careful
notes and be ready to ask follow-up questions based on what you learn.

Tip

If scheduling an in-person meeting is difficult, consider arranging a telephone interview or asking your subject to
respond to your questions via e-mail. Recognize that any of these formats takes time and effort. Be prompt and
courteous, avoid going over the allotted interview time, and be flexible if your subject needs to reschedule.
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Evaluating Research Resources

As you gather sources, you will need to examine them with a critical eye. Smart researchers continually ask
themselves two questions: “Is this source relevant to my purpose?” and “Is this source reliable?” The first question
will help you avoid wasting valuable time reading sources that stray too far from your specific topic and research
questions. The second question will help you find accurate, trustworthy sources.

Determining Whether a Source Is Relevant

At this point in your research process, you may have identified dozens of potential sources. It is easy for writers to
get so caught up in checking out books and printing out articles that they forget to ask themselves how they will
use these resources in their research. Now is a good time to get a little ruthless. Reading and taking notes takes
time and energy, so you will want to focus on the most relevant sources.

To weed through your stack of books and articles, skim their contents. Read quickly with your research questions
and subtopics in mind. Table 11.3 “Tips for Skimming Books and Articles” explains how to skim to get a quick
sense of what topics are covered. If a book or article is not especially relevant, put it aside. You can always come
back to it later if you need to.

Table 11.3 Tips for Skimming Books and Articles

Tips for Skimming BooksTips for Skimming Books Tips for Skimming ArticlesTips for Skimming Articles

1. Read the dust jacket and table of
contents for a broad overview of
the topics covered.

2. Use the index to locate more
specific topics and see how
thoroughly they are covered.

3. Flip through the book and look for
subtitles or key terms that
correspond to your research.

1. Skim the introduction and conclusion for summary
material.

2. Skim through subheadings and text features such as
sidebars.

3. Look for keywords related to your topic.
4. Journal articles often begin with an abstract or

summary of the contents. Read it to determine the
article’s relevance to your research.

Determining Whether a Source Is Reliable

All information sources are not created equal. Sources can vary greatly in terms of how carefully they are
researched, written, edited, and reviewed for accuracy. Common sense will help you identify obviously
questionable sources, such as tabloids that feature tales of alien abductions, or personal websites with glaring
typos. Sometimes, however, a source’s reliability—or lack of it—is not so obvious. For more information about
source reliability, see Chapter 12 “Writing a Research Paper”.

To evaluate your research sources, you will use critical thinking skills consciously and deliberately. You will
consider criteria such as the type of source, its intended purpose and audience, the author’s (or authors’)
qualifications, the publication’s reputation, any indications of bias or hidden agendas, how current the source is,
and the overall quality of the writing, thinking, and design.

Evaluating Types of Sources

The different types of sources you will consult are written for distinct purposes and with different audiences in
mind. This accounts for other differences, such as the following:

• How thoroughly the writers cover a given topic
• How carefully the writers research and document facts
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• How editors review the work
• What biases or agendas affect the content

A journal article written for an academic audience for the purpose of expanding scholarship in a given field will
take an approach quite different from a magazine feature written to inform a general audience. Textbooks, hard
news articles, and websites approach a subject from different angles as well. To some extent, the type of source
provides clues about its overall depth and reliability. Table 11.4 “Source Rankings” ranks different source types.

Table 11.4 Source Rankings

High-Quality SourcesHigh-Quality Sources

These sources provide the most in-depth information. They
are researched and written by subject matter experts and are
carefully reviewed.

• Scholarly books and articles in
scholarly journals

• Trade books and magazines geared
toward an educated general
audience, such as Smithsonian
Magazine or Nature

• Government documents, such as
books, reports, and web pages

• Documents posted online by
reputable organizations, such as
universities and research institutes

• Textbooks and reference books,
which are usually reliable but may
not cover a topic in great depth

Varied-Quality SourcesVaried-Quality Sources

These sources are often useful. However, they do not cover
subjects in as much depth as high-quality sources, and they
are not always rigorously researched and reviewed. Some,
such as popular magazine articles or company brochures,
may be written to market a product or a cause. Use them with
caution.

• News stories and feature articles
(print or online) from reputable
newspapers, magazines, or
organizations, such as Newsweek or
the Public Broadcasting Service

• Popular magazine articles, which
may or may not be carefully
researched and fact checked

• Documents published by businesses
and nonprofit organizations

Questionable SourcesQuestionable Sources

These sources should be avoided. They are often written
primarily to attract a large readership or present the author’s
opinions and are not subject to careful review.

• Loosely regulated or unregulated
media content, such as Internet
discussion boards, blogs, free online
encyclopedias, talk radio shows,
television news shows with obvious
political biases, personal websites,
and chat rooms

Tip

Free online encyclopedias and wikis may seem like a great source of information. They usually appear among the
first few results of a web search. They cover thousands of topics, and many articles use an informal,
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straightforward writing style. Unfortunately, these sites have no control system for researching, writing, and
reviewing articles. Instead, they rely on a community of users to police themselves. At best, these sites can be a
starting point for finding other, more trustworthy sources. Never use them as final sources.

Evaluating Credibility and Reputability

Even when you are using a type of source that is generally reliable, you will still need to evaluate the author’s
credibility and the publication itself on an individual basis. To examine the author’s credibility—that is, how much
you can believe of what the author has to say—examine his or her credentials. What career experience or
academic study shows that the author has the expertise to write about this topic?

Keep in mind that expertise in one field is no guarantee of expertise in another, unrelated area. For instance, an
author may have an advanced degree in physiology, but this credential is not a valid qualification for writing about
psychology. Check credentials carefully.

Just as important as the author’s credibility is the publication’s overall reputability. Reputability refers to a source’s
standing and reputation as a respectable, reliable source of information. An established and well-known
newspaper, such as the New York Times or the Wall Street Journal, is more reputable than a college newspaper
put out by comparatively inexperienced students. A website that is maintained by a well-known, respected
organization and regularly updated is more reputable than one created by an unknown author or group.

If you are using articles from scholarly journals, you can check databases that keep count of how many times
each article has been cited in other articles. This can be a rough indication of the article’s quality or, at the very
least, of its influence and reputation among other scholars.

Checking for Biases and Hidden Agendas

Whenever you consult a source, always think carefully about the author’s or authors’ purpose in presenting the
information. Few sources present facts completely objectively. In some cases, the source’s content and tone are
significantly influenced by biases or hidden agendas.

Bias refers to favoritism or prejudice toward a particular person or group. For instance, an author may be biased
against a certain political party and present information in a way that subtly—or not so subtly—makes that
organization look bad. Bias can lead an author to present facts selectively, edit quotations to misrepresent
someone’s words, and distort information.

Hidden agendas are goals that are not immediately obvious but influence how an author presents the facts. For
instance, an article about the role of beef in a healthy diet would be questionable if it were written by a
representative of the beef industry—or by the president of an animal-rights organization. In both cases, the author
would likely have a hidden agenda.

As Jorge conducted his research, he read several research studies in which scientists found significant benefits to
following a low-carbohydrate diet. He also noticed that many studies were sponsored by a foundation associated
with the author of a popular series of low-carbohydrate diet books. Jorge read these studies with a critical eye,
knowing that a hidden agenda might be shaping the researchers’ conclusions.

Using Current Sources

Be sure to seek out sources that are current, or up to date. Depending on the topic, sources may become
outdated relatively soon after publication, or they may remain useful for years. For instance, online social
networking sites have evolved rapidly over the past few years. An article published in 2002 about this topic will not
provide current information. On the other hand, a research paper on elementary education practices might refer to
studies published decades ago by influential child psychologists.

When using websites for research, check to see when the site was last updated. Many sites publish this
information on the homepage, and some, such as news sites, are updated daily or weekly. Many nonfunctioning
links are a sign that a website is not regularly updated. Do not be afraid to ask your professor for suggestions if
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you find that many of your most relevant sources are not especially reliable—or that the most reliable sources are
not relevant.

Evaluating Overall Quality by Asking Questions

When you evaluate a source, you will consider the criteria previously discussed as well as your overall
impressions of its quality. Read carefully, and notice how well the author presents and supports his or her
statements. Stay actively engaged—do not simply accept an author’s words as truth. Ask questions to determine
each source’s value. Checklist 11.1 lists ten questions to ask yourself as a critical reader.

Checklist 11.1

Source Evaluation

• Is the type of source appropriate for my purpose? Is it a high-quality source or one that needs to be
looked at more critically?

• Can I establish that the author is credible and the publication is reputable?
• Does the author support ideas with specific facts and details that are carefully documented? Is the

source of the author’s information clear? (When you use secondary sources, look for sources that are
not too removed from primary research.)

• Does the source include any factual errors or instances of faulty logic?
• Does the author leave out any information that I would expect to see in a discussion of this topic?
• Do the author’s conclusions logically follow from the evidence that is presented? Can I see how the

author got from one point to another?
• Is the writing clear and organized, and is it free from errors, clichés, and empty buzzwords? Is the tone

objective, balanced, and reasonable? (Be on the lookout for extreme, emotionally charged language.)
• Are there any obvious biases or agendas? Based on what I know about the author, are there likely to be

any hidden agendas?
• Are graphics informative, useful, and easy to understand? Are websites organized, easy to navigate, and

free of clutter like flashing ads and unnecessary sound effects?
• Is the source contradicted by information found in other sources? (If so, it is possible that your sources

are presenting similar information but taking different perspectives, which requires you to think carefully
about which sources you find more convincing and why. Be suspicious, however, of any source that
presents facts that you cannot confirm elsewhere.)

Writing at Work

The critical thinking skills you use to evaluate research sources as a student are equally valuable when you
conduct research on the job. If you follow certain periodicals or websites, you have probably identified
publications that consistently provide reliable information. Reading blogs and online discussion groups is a great
way to identify new trends and hot topics in a particular field, but these sources should not be used for substantial
research.

Exercise 4

Use a search engine to conduct a web search on your topic. Refer to the tips provided earlier to help you
streamline your search. Evaluate your search results critically based on the criteria you have learned. Identify and
bookmark one or more websites that are reliable, reputable, and likely to be useful in your research.

Managing Source Information

As you determine which sources you will rely on most, it is important to establish a system for keeping track of
your sources and taking notes. There are several ways to go about it, and no one system is necessarily superior.
What matters is that you keep materials in order; record bibliographical information you will need later; and take
detailed, organized notes.
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Keeping Track of Your Sources

Think ahead to a moment a few weeks from now, when you’ve written your research paper and are almost ready
to submit it for a grade. There is just one task left—writing your list of sources.

As you begin typing your list, you realize you need to include the publication information for a book you cited
frequently. Unfortunately, you already returned it to the library several days ago. You do not remember the URLs
for some of the websites you used or the dates you accessed them—information that also must be included in
your bibliography. With a sinking feeling, you realize that finding this information and preparing your bibliography
will require hours of work.

This stressful scenario can be avoided. Taking time to organize source information now will ensure that you are
not scrambling to find it at the last minute. Throughout your research, record bibliographical information for each
source as soon as you begin using it. You may use pen-and-paper methods, such as a notebook or note cards, or
maintain an electronic list. (If you prefer the latter option, many office software packages include separate
programs for recording bibliographic information.)

Table 11.5 “Details for Commonly Used Source Types” shows the specific details you should record for commonly
used source types. Use these details to develop a working bibliography—a preliminary list of sources that you will
later use to develop the references section of your paper. You may wish to record information using the formatting
system of the American Psychological Association (APA) or the Modern Language Association (MLA), which will
save a step later on. (For more information on APA and MLA formatting, see Chapter 13 “APA and MLA
Documentation and Formatting”.)

Table 11.5 Details for Commonly Used Source Types

Source TypeSource Type Necessary InformationNecessary Information

Book Author(s), title and subtitle, publisher, city of publication, year of publication

Essay or article
published in a
book

Include all the information you would for any other book. Additionally, record the essay’s or
article’s title, author(s), the pages on which it appears, and the name of the book’s
editor(s).

Periodical
Author(s), article title, publication title, date of publication, volume and issue number, and
page numbers

Online source
Author(s) (if available), article or document title, organization that sponsors the site,
database name (if applicable), date of publication, date you accessed the site, and URL

Interview Name of person interviewed, method of communication, date of interview

Your research may involve less common types of sources not listed in Table 11.5 “Details for Commonly Used
Source Types”. For additional information on citing different sources, see Chapter 13 “APA and MLA
Documentation and Formatting”.

Exercise 5

Create a working bibliography using the format that is most convenient for you. List at least five sources you plan
to use. Continue to add sources to your working bibliography throughout the research process.

Tip

To make your working bibliography even more complete, you may wish to record additional details, such as a
book’s call number or contact information for a person you interviewed. That way, if you need to locate a source
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again, you have all the information you need right at your fingertips. You may also wish to assign each source a
code number to use when taking notes (1, 2, 3, or a similar system).

Taking Notes Efficiently

Good researchers stay focused and organized as they gather information from sources. Before you begin taking
notes, take a moment to step back and think about your goal as a researcher—to find information that will help
you answer your research question. When you write your paper, you will present your conclusions about the topic
supported by research. That goal will determine what information you record and how you organize it.

Writers sometimes get caught up in taking extensive notes, so much so that they lose sight of how their notes
relate to the questions and ideas they started out with. Remember that you do not need to write down every detail
from your reading. Focus on finding and recording details that will help you answer your research questions. The
following strategies will help you take notes efficiently.

Use Headings to Organize Ideas

Whether you use old-fashioned index cards or organize your notes using word-processing software, record just
one major point from each source at a time, and use a heading to summarize the information covered. Keep all
your notes in one file, digital or otherwise. Doing so will help you identify connections among different pieces of
information. It will also help you make connections between your notes and the research questions and subtopics
you identified earlier.

Know When to Summarize, Paraphrase, or Directly Quote a Source

Your notes will fall under three categories—summary notes, paraphrased information, and direct quotations from
your sources. Effective researchers make choices about which type of notes is most appropriate for their purpose.

• Summary notes sum up the main ideas in a source in a few sentences or a short paragraph. A summary
is considerably shorter than the original text and captures only the major ideas. Use summary notes
when you do not need to record specific details but you intend to refer to broad concepts the author
discusses.

• Paraphrased notes restate a fact or idea from a source using your own words and sentence structure.
• Direct quotations use the exact wording used by the original source and enclose the quoted material in

quotation marks. It is a good strategy to copy direct quotations when an author expresses an idea in an
especially lively or memorable way. However, do not rely exclusively on direct quotations in your note
taking.

Most of your notes should be paraphrased from the original source. Paraphrasing as you take notes is usually a
better strategy than copying direct quotations, because it forces you to think through the information in your
source and understand it well enough to restate it. In short, it helps you stay engaged with the material instead of
simply copying and pasting. Synthesizing will help you later when you begin planning and drafting your paper.
(For detailed guidelines on summarizing, paraphrasing, and quoting, see Chapter 11 “Writing from Research:
What Will I Learn?”, Section 11.6 “Writing from Research: End-of-Chapter Exercises”.)

Maintain Complete, Accurate Notes

Regardless of the format used, any notes you take should include enough information to help you organize ideas
and locate them instantly in the original text if you need to review them. Make sure your notes include the
following elements:

• Heading summing up the main topic covered
• Author’s name, a source code, or an abbreviated source title
• Page number
• Full URL of any pages buried deep in a website
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Throughout the process of taking notes, be scrupulous about making sure you have correctly attributed each idea
to its source. Always include source information so you know exactly which ideas came from which sources. Use
quotation marks to set off any words for phrases taken directly from the original text. If you add your own
responses and ideas, make sure they are distinct from ideas you quoted or paraphrased.

Finally, make sure your notes accurately reflect the content of the original text. Make sure quoted material is
copied verbatim. If you omit words from a quotation, use ellipses to show the omission and make sure the
omission does not change the author’s meaning. Paraphrase ideas carefully, and check your paraphrased notes
against the original text to make sure that you have restated the author’s ideas accurately in your own words.

Use a System That Works for You

There are several formats you can use to take notes. No technique is necessarily better than the others—it is
more important to choose a format you are comfortable using. Choosing the format that works best for you will
ensure your notes are organized, complete, and accurate. Consider implementing one of these formats when you
begin taking notes:

• Use index cards.Use index cards. This traditional format involves writing each note on a separate index card. It takes
more time than copying and pasting into an electronic document, which encourages you to be selective
in choosing which ideas to record. Recording notes on separate cards makes it easy to later organize
your notes according to major topics. Some writers color-code their cards to make them still more
organized.

• Use note-taking software.Use note-taking software. Word-processing and office software packages often include different types of
note-taking software. Although you may need to set aside some time to learn the software, this method
combines the speed of typing with the same degree of organization associated with handwritten note
cards.

• Maintain a research notebook.Maintain a research notebook. Instead of using index cards or electronic note cards, you may wish to
keep a notebook or electronic folder, allotting a few pages (or one file) for each of your sources. This
method makes it easy to create a separate column or section of the document where you add your
responses to the information you encounter in your research.

• Annotate your sources.Annotate your sources. This method involves making handwritten notes in the margins of sources that
you have printed or photocopied. If using electronic sources, you can make comments within the source
document. For example, you might add comment boxes to a PDF version of an article. This method
works best for experienced researchers who have already thought a great deal about the topic because
it can be difficult to organize your notes later when starting your draft.

Choose one of the methods from the list to use for taking notes. Continue gathering sources and taking notes. In
the next section, you will learn strategies for organizing and synthesizing the information you have found.

Key Takeaways

• A writer’s use of primary and secondary sources is determined by the topic and purpose of the research.
Sources used may include print sources, such as books and journals; electronic sources, such as
websites and articles retrieved from databases; and human sources of information, such as interviews.

• Strategies that help writers locate sources efficiently include conducting effective keyword searches,
understanding how to use online catalogs and databases, using strategies to narrow web search results,
and consulting reference librarians.

• Writers evaluate sources based on how relevant they are to the research question and how reliable their
content is.

• Skimming sources can help writers determine their relevance efficiently.
• Writers evaluate a source’s reliability by asking questions about the type of source (including its

audience and purpose); the author’s credibility, the publication’s reputability, the source’s currency, and
the overall quality of the writing, research, logic, and design in the source.

• In their notes, effective writers record organized, complete, accurate information. This includes
bibliographic information about each source as well as summarized, paraphrased, or quoted information
from the source.
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FINDING AND EVALUATING RESEARCH SOURCES

Introduction

In order to create rhetorically effective and engaging pieces, research writers must be able to find appropriate and
diverse sources and to evaluate those sources for usefulness and credibility. This chapter discusses how to
locate such sources and how to evaluate them. On the one hand, this is a chapter about the nuts and bolts of
research. If you have written research papers before, searching for sources and citing them in your paper may, at
times, have appeared to you as purely mechanical processes, chores necessary to produce a paper. On the other
hand, when writers work with research sources, first finding and then evaluating them, they do rhetorical work.
Finding good sources and using them effectively helps you to create a message and a persona which your
readers are more likely to accept, believe, and be interested in than if unsuitable and unreliable sources are used.
This chapter covers the various kinds of research sources available to writers. It discusses how to find, evaluate,
and use primary and secondary sources, printed and online ones.

Types of Research Sources

It is a well-known cliché: we live in an information age. Information has become a tangible commodity capable of
creating and destroying wealth, influencing public opinion and government policies and effecting social change.
As writers and citizens, we have unprecedented access to different kinds of information from different sources.
Writers who hope to influence their audiences needs to know what research sources are available, where to find
them, and how to use them.

Primary and Secondary Sources Definition of Primary Sources

Let us begin with the definition of primary and secondary sources. A primary research sources is one that allows
you to learn about your subject “first-hand.” Primary sources provide direct evidence about the topic under
investigation. They offer us “direct access” to the events or phenomena we are studying. For example, if you are
researching the history of World War II and decide to study soldiers’ letters home or maps of battlefields, you are
working with primary sources. Similarly, if you are studying the history of your home town in a local archive that
contains documents pertaining to that history, you are engaging in primary research. Among other primary
sources and methods are interviews, surveys, polls, observations, and other similar “first-hand” investigative
techniques.

The fact that primary sources allow us “direct access” to the topic does not mean that they offer an objective and
unbiased view of it. It is therefore important to consider primary sources critically and, if possible, gather multiple
perspectives on the same event, time period, or questions, from multiple primary sources.

Definition of Secondary Sources

Secondary sources describe, discuss, and analyze research obtained from primary sources or from other
secondary sources. Using the previous example about World War II, if you read other historians’ accounts of it,
government documents, maps and other written documents, you are engaging in secondary research. Some
types of secondary sources with which you are likely to work include books, academic journals, popular
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magazines and newspapers, websites and other electronic sources. The same source can be both primary and
secondary, depending on the nature and purpose of the project.

For example, if you study a culture or group of people by examining texts they produce, you are engaging in
primary research. On the other hand, if that same group published a text analyzing some external event, person,
or issue and if your focus is not on the text’s authors but on their analysis, you would be doing secondary
research. Secondary sources often contain descriptions and analyses of primary sources. Therefore, accounts,
descriptions, and interpretations of research subjects found in secondary sources are at least one step further
removed from what can be found in primary sources about the same subject. And while primary sources do not
give us a completely objective view of reality, secondary sources, inevitably add an extra layer of opinion and
interpretation to the views and ideas found in primary sources. As we have mentioned many times throughout this
book, all texts are rhetorical creations, and writers make choices about what to include and what to omit. As
researchers, we need to understand that and not to rely on either primary or secondary sources blindly.

Writing Activity: Examining the Same Topic through Primary and Secondary
Sources

Primary and secondary sources can offer writers different views of the same topic. This activity invites you to
explore the different perspectives that you may get after investigating the same subject through primary and
secondary sources. It should help us see how our views of different topics depend on the kinds of sources we
use.

• Find several primary sources on a topic that interests you. Include archival documents, first- hand
accounts, lab experiment results, interviews, surveys, and so on. Depending on how much time you
have for this project, you may or may not be able to consult all of the above source types. In either case,
try to consult sources of three or four different kinds.

• Next, write a summary of what you learned about your subject as a result of your primary source
investigation. Mention facts, dates, important people, opinions, theories, and anything that seems
important or interesting.

• Now, conduct a brief secondary source search on the same subject. Use books, journals, popular
magazines and newspapers, Internet sites, and so on. Write a summary of your findings.

• Finally, compare the two summaries. What differences do you see? What new ideas, perspectives,
ideas, or opinions did your secondary source search yield? As a result of these two searches, have you
obtained different accounts of the same research subject? Pay special attention to the differences in
descriptions, accounts, or interpretations of the same subject. Notice what secondary sources add to the
treatment of the subject and what they take away, compared to the primary sources.

Print and Electronic Sources

Researcher have at their disposal both printed and electronic sources. Before the advent of the Internet, most
research papers were written based with the use of printed sources only. Until fairly recently, one of the main
stated goals of research writing instruction was to give students practice in the use of the library. Libraries are
venerable institutions, and therefore printed sources have traditionally been seen (with good reason, usually) as
more solid and reliable than those found on the Internet.

With the growing popularity of the Internet and other computerized means of storing and communicating
information, traditional libraries faced serious competition for clients. It has become impractical if not impossible
for researchers to ignore the massive amount of information available to them on the Internet or from other online
sources. As a result, it is not uncommon for many writers beginning a research project to begin searching online
rather than at a library or a local archive. For example, several times in the process of writing this book, when I
found myself in need of information, fast, I opened my web browser and researched online.

With the popularity of the Internet ever increasing, it has become common practice for many student writers to
limit themselves to online research and to ignore the library. While there are some cases when a modified version
of such an approach to searching may be justifiable (more about that later), it is clear that by using only online
research sources, a writer severely limits his or her options.

This section of the chapter covers three areas. First, we will discuss the various types of printed and online
sources as well the main similarities and differences between them. Next, I’d like to offer some suggestions on
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using your library effectively and creatively. Finally, we will the topic of conducting online searches, including
methods of evaluating information found on the Internet.

Know your Library

It is likely that your college or university library consists of two parts. One is the brick and mortar building, often at
a central location on campus, where you can go to look for books, magazines, newspapers, and other
publications. The other part is online. Most good libraries keep a collection of online research databases which
are supported, at least in part, by your tuition and fees, and to which only people who are affiliated with the
college or the university that subscribes to these databases have access. Let us begin with the brick and mortar
library. If you have not yet been to your campus library, visit it soon. Larger colleges and universities usually have
several libraries that may specialize in different academic disciplines. As you enter the, you are likely to find a
circulation desk (place where you can check out materials) and a reference desk. Behind a reference desk, work
reference librarians. Instead of wandering around the library alone, hoping to hit the research sources that you
need for your project, it is a good idea to talk to a reference librarian at the beginning of every research project,
especially if you are at a loss for a topic or research materials. Your brick and mortar campus library is likely to
house the following types of materials:

• Books (these include encyclopedias, dictionaries, indexes, and so on)
• Academic Journals
• Popular magazines
• Newspapers
• Government documents
• A music and film collection (on CDs, VHS tapes, and DVDs)
• A CD-Rom collection
• A microfilm and microfiche collection
• Special collections, such as ancient manuscripts or documents related to local history and culture.

According to librarian Linda M. Miller, researchers need to “gather relevant information about a topic or research
question thoroughly and efficiently. To be thorough, it helps to be familiar with the kinds of resources that the
library holds, and the services it provides to enable access to the holdings of other libraries.” (2001, 61). Miller’s
idea is a simple one, yet it is amazing how many inexperienced writers prefer to use the first book or journal they
come across in the library in their writing and do not take the time to learn what the library has to offer. Here are
some practical steps that will help you to learn about your library:

Take a tour of the library with your class or other groups if such tours are available. While such group tours are
generally less effective that conducting your own searches or a topic that interests you, they will give you a good
introduction to the library and, perhaps, give you a chance to talk to a librarian.

Check your library’s website to see if online “virtual” tours are available. At James Madison University where I
work, the librarians have developed a series of interactive online activities and quizzes which anyone wishing to
learn about the JMU libraries can take in their spare time.

Talk to reference librarians! They are, truly, your best source of information. They will not get mad at you if you
ask them too many questions. Not only are they paid to answer your questions, but most librarians love what they
do and are eager to share their expertise with others.

Go from floor to floor and browse the shelves. Learn where different kinds of materials are located and what they
look like.

Pay attention to the particulars of your campus library’s architecture. I am an experienced library user, but it look
me some time, after I arrived at my university for the first time, to figure out that our library building has an annex
and that to get to that annex I had to take a different elevator from that which would lead me to the main floors.

Use the library not only as a source of knowledge, but also as a source of entertainment and diversion. I like
going to the library to browse through new fiction acquisitions. Many campus libraries also have excellent film and
music collections.

The items on the list above will help you to acquire a general understanding of your campus library. However, the
only way to gain an in-depth and meaningful knowledge of your library is to use is for specific research and writing
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projects. No matter how attentive you are during a library tour or, on your own, going from floor to floor and
learning about all the different resources your library ha to offer, it is during searchers that you conduct for your
research projects, that you will become most interested and involved in what you are doing. Here, therefore, is an
activity which combines a practical purpose of finding research sources for a research project with a somewhat
more far- reaching purpose of learning as much as you can about your campus library.

Activity: Conducting a Library Search for a Writing Project.

If you have a research and writing topic in mind for your next project, head for your brick-and-mortar campus
library. As soon as you enter the building, go straight to the reference desk and talk to a reference librarian. Be
aware that some of the people behind the reference desk may be student assistants working there. As a former
librarian assistant myself and as a current library user, I know that most student assistants know their job rather
well, but sometimes they need help from the professionals. So, don’t be surprised if the first person behind
reference desk that you speak to will ask someone else to help him or her help you. Describe your research
interests to the librarian. Be pro- active. The worst disservice you can do yourself at this point is to be, sound, and
look disinterested. Remember that the librarian can help you if you, yourself, are passionate about the subject of
your research and if, and this is very important, the paper you are writing is not due the next day.

So, before you go to the library, try to formulate some concrete research questions. For example, instead of
saying that you are interested in, say, dolphins, you may be able to ask a questions about the attempts by people
to train dolphins as rescue animals or some other similar topic. If the librarian senses that you have a rather
vague idea about what to research and writing about, he or she may point you to general reference sources such
as indexes, encyclopedias, and research guides.

While those may prove to be excellent thought-triggering publications, use them sparingly and do not succumb to
the temptation to choose the first research topic just because your library has a lot of resources on it. After all,
your research and writing will be successfully only when you are deeply interested in and passionate about the
subject of your investigation.

If you have a more concrete idea about what you would like to research and write about, the reference librarian
will be likely to point you to the library’s online catalog. I have often seen, in campus libraries across the country,
librarians doing searches together with the students, helping them to come up with or refine a writing topic.

Find several different types of materials pertaining to your topic. Include books and academic articles. Don’t forget
popular magazines and newspapers. Popular press covers just about any subject, event, or phenomenon, but
does it differently from academic publications. Also, don’t neglect to look in the government documents section to
see if there has been any legislation or government regulation relevant to your research subject. Remember that
at this stage of the research process, your goal is to learn as much as you can about your topic by casting your
research next as far and wide as you can. So, do not limit yourself to the first few sources you will find.

Keep looking. Remember that your goal is to find the best information available. Therefore, you have to look in a
variety of sources, If time is a concern, however, you may not be able to study the books dedicated to your topic
in detail. In this case, you may decide to focus your research entirely on shorter texts, such as journal and
magazine articles, websites, government documents, and so on. It is, however, a good idea to at least browse
through the books on your topic to see whether they contain any information or leads worth investigating further.

Cyber-library

Besides the brick and mortar buildings, virtually all college and university libraries have a web space which is a
gateway to more documents, resources, and information than any library building can house. From that website,
you can not only to conduct a search of your library collection, but also access millions of articles, electronic
books, and other resources available on the Internet.

I hasten to add that, usually, when trying to access most of those materials, it is a good idea to conduct a search
from your campus library page rather than from your favorite search engine. There are three reasons for that.
Firstly, most of the materials which you will find through your library site are accessible to paying subscribers only,
and cannot be found via any search engine. Secondly, online library searches return organized and categorized
results, complete with the date of publication and source—something that cannot be said about popular search
engines. Finally, by searching online databases, we can be reasonably sure that the information we retrieve is
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reliable. So, what might you expect to find on your library’s website? The site of the library at James Madison
University where I work offers several links.

In addition to the link to the library catalog, there is a “Quick Reference” link, a link called “Research Databases,”
a “Periodical Locator,” “Research Guides,” and “Internet Search.” There are also links to special collections and to
the featured or new electronic databases to which the library has recently subscribed. While your school library
probably uses other names for these links, the kinds of resources they offer are rather similar to what JMU’s
library has to offer.

The titles of most of these links are self-explanatory. Obviously, the link to the library catalog allows you to search
your brick and mortar library’s collection. A periodical locator search will tell you what academic journals, popular
magazines, and newspapers are available at your library. The Internet search option will allow you to search the
World Wide Web, except that your library’s Internet searching function will probably allow you to conduct
metasearches, that is searches of many search engines simultaneously.

However, where a link like “Research Databases” or “Research Guides” will take you, is a little less obvious.
Therefore, I will cover these two types of library resources in some detail. Let us start with the research
databases.

An average-size college or university subscribes to hundreds, if not thousands of online databases on just about
every subject. These databases contain, at a minimum, information about titles, authors, and sources of relevant
newspaper and journal articles, government documents, online archive materials, and other research sources.
Most databases provide readers with abstracts (short summaries) of those materials, and a growing number of
online databases offer full texts of articles. From the research database homepage, it is possible to search for a
specific database or according to subject.

Research guide websites are similar to the database homepages, except that, in addition to database links, they
often offer direct connections to academic journals and other relevant online resources on the research subject.
Searching online is a skill that can only be learned through frequent practice and critical reflection. Therefore, in
order to become a proficient user of your library’s electronic resources, you will need to visit the library’s website
often and conduct many searches. Although the web sites of most libraries are organized according to similar
principles and offer similar types of resources, it will be up to you as a researcher and learner to find out what
your school library has to offer and to learn to use those resources. I hope that the following activities will help you
in that process.

Activity: Learning your Cyber-library

Go to your school library’s website and explore the kinds of resources it has to offer.

Conduct searches on a subject you are currently investigating, or interested in investigating in the future, using
the a periodical locator resource (if you library maintains a separate periodical locator resource). Then, conduct
similar searches of electronic databases and research guides.

Summarize, whether in an oral presentation or in writing, the kind of sources you have found and your search
process. Pay attention to both successes and failures that occurred as you searched.

Online Database Searching: A Case Study.

To illustrate the key principles of working with online databases, we will conduct a search of Research Navigator,
an electronic resource published by the textbook publisher Allyn/Bacon Longman. Research Navigator can be
found at http://www.researchnavigator.com. Please note that in order to use Research Navigator, you must have
an access code that is provided by the publisher of the site. Figure 4.1 below shows the main search screen of
Research Navigator. It allows users to search four sources: EBSCO Content Select, The New York Times on the
Web, Link electronic library, and The Financial Times. Note that Content Select and Link allow the searching of
multiple databases which users can select from the dropdown menus under the title of each resource.

For the purpose of this case study, let us select “religion” from the Content Select dropdown menu and search for
the phrase “stem cell research.” By selecting “religion” from the menu, we limit the search to those works that
have to do both with stem cell issues and religion. It is possible to search for the same phrase in other areas of
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knowledge by changing the selection in the dropdown menu. Six hundred and thirty results on sixty-three pages
were returned. Note that many of the results have links to full texts of the articles, available either as pdf files or as
web pages. The entries without links to full texts of article lead to abstracts and further information on where to
find complete text of the articles. Over six hundred results is probably too many to sift through. The number of
results is high because we used a fairly general search phrase “stem cell research.” What will happen if we
narrowed the search down to “stem cell research and the Catholic Church?” The number of results returned is
only five. That is a much more manageable number.

Print Sources or Electronic?

In the early years of the Internet, there was a wide-spread mistrust of the World Wide Web and the information it
had to offer. While some of this mistrust is still present, including among writing teachers and students, the
undeniable fact is that the authority of the Internet as a legitimate and reliable source of information has increased
considerably in recent years. For example, academic journals in almost every discipline compliment their printed
volumes with web versions, and some have gone completely online. These online journals employ the same
rigorous submission review processes as their printed counterparts. Complete texts of academic and other books
are sometimes available on the Internet. Respected specialized databases and government document collections
are published entirely and exclusively online.

Print and electronic sources are not created equal, and, although online and other electronic texts are gaining
ground rather quickly as legitimate research resources, there is still a wide-spread, and often justified, opinion
among academics and other writers that printed materials make better research sources. Some materials that are
available in some libraries simply cannot be found online and vice versa.

For example, if you are a Shakespeare scholar wishing to examine manuscripts from the Elizabethan times, you
will not find them online. To get to them, you will have to visit the Folger Shakespeare Library in Washington, DC,
or a similar repository of scholarship on Shakespeare. On the other hand, if you are researching the Creative
Commons movement which is a community dedicated to reforming copyright laws in this country, then your best
bet is to begin your search on the Internet at http://www.creativecommons.org/. Surely, after reading the website,
you will need to augment your research by reading other related materials, both online and in print, but in this
case, starting online rather than in the library is a reasonable idea.

As a researching writer, you should realize that, inherently, printed and electronic sources are not bad or good.
Both kinds can be reliable and unreliable, although with printed materials, publishers and libraries take care of not
letting utterly unreliable works through to readers. Both kinds can be appropriate and inappropriate for a specific
research project. It is up to researchers and writers to learn how to select both print and electronic sources
judiciously and how to evaluate them for their reliability and appropriateness for these writers’ research and
writing purposes.

Determining the Suitability and Reliability of Research Sources

Much of the discussion about the relative value of printed and electronic, especially Internet, sources revolves
around the issue of reliability. When it comes to libraries, the issue is more or less clear. Libraries keep books,
journals, ands other publications that usually undergo a rigorous pre and post-publication review process. It is a
fairly sage bet that your campus library contains very few or no materials which are blatantly unreliable or false,
unless those materials are kept there precisely to demonstrate their unreliability and falsehood.

As a faculty member, I am sometimes asked by my university librarians to recommend titles in my academic field
which, I feel, our university library should have. Of course, my opinion, as well as the opinions of my colleagues,
do not provide a one- hundred-percent guarantee against errors and inaccurate facts, we use our experience and
knowledge in the field to recommend certain titles and omit certain others.

These faculty recommendations are the last stage in the long process before a publication gets to a campus
library. Before that, every book, journal article, or other material undergoes a stringent review from the publisher’s
editors and other readers. And while researchers still need to use sound judgment in deciding which library
sources to use in their project, the issue is usually one of relevance and suitability for a specific research project
and specific research questions rather than one of whether the information presented in the source is truthful or
not.
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The same is true of some electronic sources. Databases and other research sources published on CD-ROMs, as
well as various online research websites which accompany many of contemporary writing textbooks, for example,
are subject to the same strict review process as their printed counterparts. Information contained in specialized
academic and professional databases is also screened for reliability and correctness.

If, as we have established, most of the materials which you are likely to come across in your campus library are
generally trustworthy, then your task as a researcher is to determine the appropriateness of the information which
these books, journals, and other materials contain, for your particular research project. It is a simple question,
really: will my research sources help me answer the research questions that I am posing in my project? Will they
help me learn as much as I can about my topic and create a rhetorically effective and interesting text for my
readers? Consider the following example.

Recently, the topic of the connection between certain anti-depressant drugs and suicidal tendencies among
teenagers that take those drugs has received a lot of coverage in the media. Suppose that you are interested in
researching this topic further. Suppose also that you want not only to give statistical information about the
problem in your paper, but also to study first-hand accounts of the people, who have been negatively affected by
the anti-depressants.

When you come to your campus library, you have no trouble locating the latest reports and studies that give you a
general overview of your topic, including rates of suicidal behavior in teenagers who took the drugs, tabulated
data on the exact relationships between the dosage of the drugs and the changes in the patients’ moods, and so
on. All this may be useful information, and there is a good chance that, as a writer, you will still find a way to use it
in your paper. You could, for example, provide the summary of the statistics in order to introduce the topic to your
readers. However, this information does not fulfill your research purpose completely. You set out to find out, first-
hand, what it is like to be a teenager whose body and mind are affected by the anti-depressants, yet the printed
materials that you have found so far offer no such insight. They fulfill your goal only partially.

To find such first- hand accounts, then, you will either have to keep looking in the library or to conduct interviews
with the people who have affected by these drugs, if you can locate such people. The library website of the
University of California at Berkeley offers a comprehensive list of criteria for critical evaluation of all research
sources which I find very useful. The expanded list of criteria and examples can be found at
http://www.lib.berkeley.edu/TeachingLib/Guides/Evaluation.html.

Suitability of Sources

Determine how suitable a particular source is for your current research project. To do this, consider the following
factors:

Scope

What topics and subtopics does the source cover? Is it a general overview of your subject or it is a specialized
resource?

Audience

Who is the intended audience for the text? If the text itself is too basic or too specialized, it may not match the
expectations and needs of your own target audience.

Timeliness

When was the source published? Does it represent the latest information, theories, and views on the subject?
Bear in mind, though, that if you are conducting a historical investigation, you will probably need to consult older
materials, too.
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Authority

What the credentials of the author or authors of the sources? This may be particularly important when you use
Internet sources since a lot of materials by various authors are posted online. As a part of your evaluation of the
source’s authority, you should also pay attention to the kinds of external sources that were used during its
creation. Look through the bibliography or list of works cited attached to the text. Not only will it help you
determine how reliable and suitable the source is, but it may also provide you with further leads for your own
research. Try asking the above questions of any source you are using for a research project you are currently
conducting.

Reliability of Internet Sources

Charles Lowe, the author of the essay “The Internet Can be a Wonderful Place, But…,” offers the following
opinion of the importance of the Internet as a research source for contemporary researchers:

“To a generation raised in the electronic media culture, the Internet is an environment where you feel more
comfortable, more at home than the antiquated libraries and research arenas of the pre-electronic, print
culture. To you, instructors just don’t get it when they advise against using the Internet for research or
require the bulk of the sources for a research paper to come from the library” (129-130).

Indeed, the Internet has become the main source of information not only for college students, but also for a lot of
people outside of the academe. And while I do not advise you to stay away from the Internet when researching
and I generally do not require my own students to use primarily printed sources, I do know that working with
Internet sources places additional demands on the researcher and the writer.

Because much of the Internet is a democratic, open space, and because anyone with a computer can post
materials online, evaluating online sources is not always easy. A surprisingly large number of people believe
much of the information on the Internet, even if this information is blatantly misleading or if its authors have a self-
serving agenda. In the chapter of this book dedicated to research and writing in academic disciplines, we
discussed how authority of a text can influence its reception by the readers. I think many students uncritically
accept information they find on the internet because some of the sites on which this information appears look and
sound very authoritative. Used to believing the published word, inexperienced writers often fall for such
information as legitimate research data.

So, what are some of strategies you can use to determine that reliability? The key to successful evaluation of
Internet research sources, as any other research sources, is application of your critical reading and thinking skills.
In order to determine the reliability of every source, including online sources, it is generally useful to conduct a
basic rhetorical analysis of that source. When deciding whether to use a particular website as a research source,
every writer should ask and answer the following questions:

• Who is the author (or, authors) of the website and the materials presented on it?
• What is known about the site’s author or authors and its publishers and their agendas and goals?
• What is the purpose of the website?
• Who is the target audience of the website
• How do the writing style and the design of the website contribute to (or detract from) its meaning?

Website Authors and Publishers

Just like with a printed source, first, we need to consider the author and the publisher of a website. Lowe whom I
mentioned earlier suggest that first we need to look at the tag in the website’s URL. Whether it is a “.com,” a
“.org,” a “.net, ”or a “.edu” site can offer useful clues about the types of materials located on the site and about
their credibility. In addition to the three most common URL tags which are listed above, websites of military
organizations use the extension “.mil” while websites hosted in other countries have other tags which are usually
abbreviations of those countries’ names. Sites of government agencies end in “.gov.”

For example, most sites hosted in Great Britain have the tag “uk” which stands for “United Kingdom.” Websites
out of Italy usually have the tag “it,” and so on. Typically, a “.com” site is set up to sell or promote a product or
service. Therefore, if you are researching Nike shoes, you will probably not want to rely on http://www.nike.com/ if
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you want to get a more or less unbiased review of the product. While Nike’s website may provide some useful
information about the products it sells, the site’s main purpose is to sell Nike’s goods, playing up the advantages
of their products their competitors’.

Keep in mind that not all “.com” websites try to sell something. Sometimes, academics and other professionals
obtain “.com” addresses because they are easy to obtain. For example, the professional website Charles Lowe
whose work I mentioned earlier is located at http://www.cyberdash.com/.Political candidates running for office
also often choose “.com” addresses for their campaign websites. In every case, you need to apply your critical
reading skills and your judgment when evaluating a website. The “.org” sites usually belong to organizations,
including political groups. These sites can present some specific challenges to researchers trying to evaluate their
credibility and usefulness for their research.

To understand these challenges, let us consider the “.org” sites of two political research organizations, also
known as “think tanks.” One is the conservative Heritage Foundation (http://www.heritage.org), and the
traditionally liberal Center for National Policy (http://www.cnponline.org). Bothsites have “About” pages intended
to explain to their readers the goals and purposes of the organizations they represent. The Heritage Foundation’s
site, contains the following information:

…The Heritage Foundation is a research and educational institute – a think tank – whose mission is to
formulate and promote conservative public policies based on the principles of free enterprise, limited
government, individual freedom, traditional American values, and a strong national defense.
(http://www.heritage.org/about)

This statement can tell a researcher a lot about the research articles and other materials contained in the site. It
tells us that the authors of the site are not neutral, nor do they pretend to be. Instead, they are advancing a
particular political agenda, and so, when used as research sources, the writings on the site should not be seen as
unbiased “truths”, but as arguments. The same is true of the Center for National Policy’s website, although its
authors choose a different rhetorical strategy explaining their political leanings to the readers. They write:

The Center for National Policy (CNP) is a non-profit, non-partisan public policy organization located in
Washington, DC. Founded in 1981, the Center’s mission is to engage national leaders with new policy
options and innovative programs designed to advance progressive ideas in the interest of all Americans
(http://www.cnponline.org/people_and_programs.html).

It takes further study of the Center’s website, as well as a certain knowledge of the American political scene to
realize that the organization is leaning towards the left of the political spectrum. The websites of both
organizations contain an impressive amount of research, commentaries, and other materials designed to advance
the groups’ causes.

When evaluating “.org” sites, it is important to realize that they belong to organizations, and each organization has
a purpose or a cause. Therefore, each organizational website will try to advance that cause and fulfill that purpose
by publishing appropriate materials. Even if the research and arguments presented on those sites are solid (and
they often are), there is no such thing as an unbiased and disinterested source.

This is especially true of political and social organizations whose sole purpose is to promote anendas. The
Internet addresses ending in “.edu” are rather self- explanatory—they belong to universities and other educational
institutions. On these sites, we can expect academic articles and other writings, as well as, often, papers and
other works created by students. These websites are also useful resources if you are looking for information on a
specific college or university. Be aware, though, that typically any college faculty member or student can obtain
web space from their institution and publish materials of their own choosing on that space. Thus, some of the
texts that appear on “.edu” sites may be personal rather than academic.

In recent years, some political research organizations have begun to use web addresses with the “edu” tag. One
of these organizations is The Brookings Institution, whose address is http://www.brookings.edu. Government
websites which end in “.gov” can be useful sources of information on the latest legislation and other regulatory
documents. The website with a “dot net” extension can belong to commercial organizations or online forums.
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Website Content

Now that we have established principles for evaluating the authors and publishers of web materials, let us look at
the content of the writing. As I have stated above, like all writing, web writing is argumentative, therefore it is
important to recognize that authors of web texts work to promote their agendas or highlight the events,
organizations, and opinions that they consider right, important, and worthy of public attention. Different writers
work from different assumption and try to reach different audiences. Websites of political organizations are prime
examples of that.

Activity: Evaluating the Content of Websites

Go to one of the following websites:

• The Heritage Foundation (http://www.heritage.org)
• The Center for National Policy (http://www.cnponline.org)
• The Brookings Institution (http://www.brookings.edu)
• The American Enterprise Institute (http://www.aei.org)
• Or choose another website suggested by your instructor. Browse through the content of the site have to

offer and consider the following questions:

Answer the following questions about the site:

• What is the purpose of the site?
• What is its intended audience? How do we know?
• What are the main subjects discussed on the sites?
• What assumptions and biases do the authors of the publications on the site seem to have? How do we

know?
• What research methods and sources do the authors of these materials use
• How does research help the writers of the site state their case?

Apply the same analysis to any online sources you are using for one of your research projects.

Website Design and Style

The style and layout of any text is a part of that text’s message, and online research sources are no exception.
Well-designed and written websites add to the ethos (credibility) of their authors while badly designed and poorly
written ones detract from it. Sometimes, however, a website with a good-looking design can turn out to be an
unreliable or unsuitable research source.

In Place of a Conclusion: Do not Accept A Source Just because it
Sounds or Looks Authoritative

Good writers try to create authoritative texts. Having authority in their writing helps them advance their arguments
and influence their audiences. To establish such authority, writers use a variety of methods. As has been
discussed throughout this chapter, it is important for any researcher to recognize authoritative and credible
research sources. On the other hand, it is also important not to accept authoritative sources without questioning
them. After all, the purpose of every researcher piece of writing is to create new views and new theories on the
subject, not to repeat the old ones, however good and well presented those old theories may be. Therefore, when
working with reliable and suitable research sources, consider them solid foundations which will help you to
achieve a new understanding of your subject, which will be your own. Applying the critical source evaluation
techniques laid out in this chapter will help you to accomplish this goal.
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DISTINGUISHING SCHOLARLY JOURNALS FROM
OTHER PERIODICALS

Journals, magazines, and newspapers are important sources for up-to-date information in all disciplines. With a
collection as large and diverse as Cornell’s it is often difficult to distinguish between the various levels of
scholarship found in the collection. In this guide we have divided the criteria for evaluating periodical literature into
four categories:

• Scholarly
• Substantive News/General Interest
• Popular
• Sensational

Definitions:

Scholarly or peer-reviewed journal articlesScholarly or peer-reviewed journal articles are written by scholars or professionals who are experts in their fields.
In the sciences and social sciences, they often publish research results.

Substantive news articlesSubstantive news articles are reliable sources of information on events and issues of public concern.

Popular articlesPopular articles reflect the tastes of the general public and are often meant as entertainment.

Sensational articlesSensational articles intend to arouse strong curiosity, interest, or reaction. They are not factually accurate.

Keeping these definitions in mind, and realizing that none of the lines drawn between types of journals can ever
be totally clear cut, the general criteria are as follows.

Scholarly

Scholarly journals are also called academic, peer-reviewed, or refereed journals. (Strictly speaking, peer-reviewed
(also called refereed) journals refer only to those scholarly journals that submit articles to several other scholars,
experts, or academics (peers) in the field for review and comment. These reviewers must agree that the article
represents properly conducted original research or writing before it can be published.)

To check if a journal is peer-reviewed/refereed, search the journal by title in Ulrich’s Periodical Directory–look for
the referee jersey icon.More on peer-reviewed journals from the University of Texas.

What to look for:

Scholarly journal articles often have an abstract, a descriptive summary of the article contents, before the main
text of the article.

Scholarly journals generally have a sober, serious look. They often contain many graphs and charts but few
glossy pages or exciting pictures.

Scholarly journals always cite their sources in the form of footnotes or bibliographies. These bibliographies are
generally lengthy and cite other scholarly writings.

Articles are written by a scholar in the field or by someone who has done research in the field. The affiliations of
the authors are listed, usually at the bottom of the first page or at the end of the article–universities, research
institutions, think tanks, and the like. The language of scholarly journals is that of the discipline covered. It
assumes some technical background on the part of the reader.
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The main purpose of a scholarly journal is to report on original research or experimentation in order to make such
information available to the rest of the scholarly world. Many scholarly journals, though by no means all, are
published by a specific professional organization.

Examples of Scholarly Journals

• American Economic Review
• Applied Geography
• Archives of Sexual Behavior
• JAMA: The Journal of the American Medical Association
• Journal of Marriage and the Family (published by the National Council on Family Relations)
• Journal of Theoretical Biology
• Modern Fiction Studies

Substantive News or General Interest

These periodicals may be quite attractive in appearance, although some are in newspaper format. Articles are
often heavily illustrated, generally with photographs.

What to look for:

News and general interest periodicals sometimes cite sources, though more often do not. Articles may be written
by a member of the editorial staff, a scholar or a free lance writer.

The language of these publications is geared to any educated audience. There is no specialty assumed, only
interest and a certain level of intelligence. They are generally published by commercial enterprises or individuals,
although some emanate from specific professional organizations. The main purpose of periodicals in this category
is to provide information, in a general manner, to a broad audience of concerned citizens.

Examples of Substantive News or General Interest Periodicals

• The Economist
• National Geographic
• The New York Times
• Scientific American
• Vital Speeches of the Day

Popular

Popular periodicals come in many formats, although often slick and attractive in appearance with lots of color
graphics (photographs, drawings, etc.). These publications do not cite sources in a bibliography. Information
published in popular periodicals is often second or third hand and the original source is rarely mentioned.

Articles are usually very short and written in simple language. The main purpose of popular periodicals is to
entertain the reader, to sell products (their own or their advertisers), or to promote a viewpoint.

Examples of Popular Periodicals

• Ebony
• Parents
• People
• Weekly
• Readers Digest
• Sports Illustrated
• Vogue
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Sensational

Sensational periodicals come in a variety of styles, but often use a newspaper format. Their language is
elementary and occasionally inflammatory or sensational. They assume a certain gullibility in their audience.

The main purpose of sensational magazines seems to be to arouse curiosity and to cater to popular superstitions.
They often do so with flashy headlines designed to astonish (e.g., Half- man Half-woman Makes Self Pregnant).

Examples of Sensational Periodicals

• Globe
• National Examiner
• Star
• Weekly World News

For More Information on Individual Periodical Titles

There are reference books which describe and evaluate periodicals. For evaluations of specific periodicals, use:

LaGuardia, Cheryl, ed., with Bill and Linda Sternberg Katz. Magazines for Libraries. 17th ed. New York: Bowker,
2009.

An annotated listing by subject of over 6,000 periodicals. Each entry gives name of periodical, beginning
publication date, publisher, editor, address, price and such information as indexing, size, and level of audience.
Short abstracts describe the scope, political slant, and other aspects of the publication. Arrangement is topical,
bringing magazines and journals on like subjects together. To find an individual title, use the title index at the end
of the volume.

Licensing & AttributionsLicensing & Attributions

CC licensed content, Shared previouslyCC licensed content, Shared previously

• Distinguishing Scholarly from Non-Scholarly Periodicals. Provided byProvided by: Cornell University Library. Located atLocated at: http://olinuris.library.cornell.edu/ref/research/skill20.html. LicenseLicense: CC BY-NC-SA: Attribution-NonCommercial-
ShareAlike

WATCH: IDENTIFYING SCHOLARLY JOURNAL
ARTICLES AND SUBSTANTIVE NEWS ARTICLES

Watch both videos for information on how to identify scholarly journal articles and substantive news articles to use
for research papers. Note that these videos are also linked through the “Distinguishing Scholarly Journals from
Other Periodicals” reading.
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REVIEWING AND EVALUATING SOURCES

This section will help you review and evaluate sources.

PEER REVIEWED JOURNALS

What Does “Peer Reviewed” or “Refereed” Mean?

Peer Review is a process that journals use to ensure the articles they publish represent the best scholarship
currently available. When an article is submitted to a peer reviewed journal, the editors send it out to other
scholars in the same field (the author’s peers) to get their opinion on the quality of the scholarship, its relevance to
the field, its appropriateness for the journal, etc.

Publications that don’t use peer review (Time, Cosmo, Salon) just rely on the judgement of the editors whether an
article is up to snuff or not. That’s why you can’t count on them for solid, scientific scholarship.

Note:This is an entirely different concept from “Review Articles.”

How do I know if a journal is peer reviewed?

Usually, you can tell just by looking. A scholarly journal is visibly different from other magazines, but occasionally
it can be hard to tell, or you just want to be extra-certain. In that case, you turn to Ulrich’s Periodical Directory
Online. Just type the journal’s title into the text box, hit “submit,” and you’ll get back a report that will tell you
(among other things) whether the journal contains articles that are peer reviewed, or, as Ulrich’s calls it, Refereed.

They even use a cute little referee’s jersey icon:

Test these periodicals in Ulrichs:

• Advances in Dental Research
• Clinical Anatomy
• Molecular Cancer Research
• Journal of Clinical Electrophysiology
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SAMPLE ASSIGNMENT: IDENTIFY YOUR PRIMARY
AND SECONDARY SOURCES

In this activity, you will be working with your outline and list of research questions you developed so far and
identify the primary and secondary sources that will answer each research question.

Directions:

1. Identify at least five primary sources and five secondary sources for your research paper.

2. Decide whether or not you need to revise your outline or develop new research questions as you work on this
activity. If you do, do not worry; this is a normal outcome of researching a topic in depth.

3. Decide whether or not you need to do additional research.

4. Use this spreadsheet (Links to an external site.) as a guide to assist you in your development of your research.

5. Upload your 10 sources and your research to the submission.
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MODULE 3: REVIEWING AND
ANALYZING YOUR SOURCES

INTRODUCTION TO REVIEWING AND ANALYZING
YOUR SOURCES

A successful research paper is more than a well-constructed argument supplemented by facts, figures, and
quotations. Like the good writing that it supports, successful research involves planning, careful analysis, and
reflection. Before you can incorporate an outside source into your work, you must take some time to think about
more than just the facts and ideas that you have uncovered. Is the source authoritative? Is the information
substantiated fact, or is it primarily opinion? Is it up-to-date? Is it accurate and complete? These are just some of
the essential questions you must ask about each piece of source information that you discover.

In this unit, you will take an in-depth look at some techniques for analyzing and evaluating the information that you
locate. As you review critical reading as a research strategy, you will look very closely at techniques for evaluating
and comparing information that you find on the Internet and in print. You will learn some well-established
techniques for determining whether a source is reputable and authoritative, and you will acquire some tools for
discerning fact and opinion. You will also get to have a little fun as you complete a WebQuest in which you will
find and analyze information online.

By the time you have completed this unit, you should be more confident about how and when to use the sources
you have identified, and you should have a basic understanding of how to use your research to effectively and
clearly support a well-developed academic paper. You will also be ready to complete your research.
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EVALUATING YOUR FINDINGS

This section will help you evaluate your findings.
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RESEARCH AND CRITICAL READING

Introduction

Good researchers and writers examine their sources critically and actively. They do not just compile and
summarize these research sources in their writing, but use them to create their own ideas, theories, and,
ultimately, their own, new understanding of the topic they are researching. Such an approach means not taking
the information and opinions that the sources contain at face value and for granted, but to investigate, test, and
even doubt every claim, every example, every story, and every conclusion. It means not to sit back and let your
sources control you, but to engage in active conversation with them and their authors. In order to be a good
researcher and writer, one needs to be a critical and active reader.

This chapter is about the importance of critical and active reading. It is also about the connection between critical
reading and active, strong writing. Much of the discussion you will find in this chapter in fundamental to research
and writing, no matter what writing genre, medium, or academic discipline you read and write in. Every other
approach to research writing, every other research method and assignment offered elsewhere in this book is, in
some way, based upon the principles discussed in this chapter.

Reading is at the heart of the research process. No matter what kinds of research sources and, methods you use,
you are always reading and interpreting text. Most of us are used to hearing the word “reading” in relation to
secondary sources, such as books, journals, magazines, websites, and so on. But even if you are using other
research methods and sources, such as interviewing someone or surveying a group of people, you are reading.
You are reading their subjects‟ ideas and views on the topic you are investigating. Even if you are studying
photographs, cultural artifacts, and other non-verbal research sources, you are reading them, too by trying to
connect them to their cultural and social contexts and to understand their meaning. Principles of critical reading
which we are about to discuss in this chapter apply to those research situations as well.

I like to think about reading and writing as not two separate activities but as two tightly connected parts of the
same whole. That whole is the process of learning and making of new meaning. It may seem that reading and
writing are complete opposite of one another. According to the popular view, when we read, we “consume” texts,
and when we write, we “produce” texts. But this view of reading and writing is true only if you see reading as a
passive process of taking in information from the text and not as an active and energetic process of making new
meaning and new knowledge. Similarly, good writing does not come from nowhere but is usually based upon, or
at least influenced by ideas, theories, and stories that come from reading. So, if, as a college student, you have
ever wondered why your writing teachers have asked you to read books and articles and write responses to them,
it is because writers who do not read and do not actively engage with their reading, have little to say to others.

We will begin this chapter with the definition of the term “critical reading.” We will consider its main characteristics
and briefly touch upon ways to become an active and critical reader. Next, we will discuss the importance of
critical reading for research and how reading critically can help you become a better researcher and make the
research process more enjoyable. Also in this chapter, a student-writer offers us an insight into his critical reading
and writing processes. This chapter also shows how critical reading can and should be used for critical and strong
writing. And, as all other chapters, this one offers you activities and projects designed to help you implement the
advice presented here into practice.

What Kind of Reader Are You?

You read a lot, probably more that you think. You read school textbooks, lecture notes, your classmates‟ papers,
and class websites.Whenschoolends,youprobablyreadsomefiction,magazines.
Butyoualsoreadothertexts.Thesemayinclude CD liner notes, product reviews, grocery lists, maps, driving
directions, road signs, and the list can go on and on. And you don‟t read all these texts in the same way. You
read them with different purposes and using different reading strategies and techniques. The first step towards
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becoming a critical and active reader is examining your reading process and your reading preferences. Therefore,
you are invited to complete the following exploration activity.

Writing Activity: Analyzing your Reading Habits

List all the reading you have done in the last week. Include both “school” and “out-of school” reading. Try to list as
many texts as you can think of, no matter how short and unimportant they might seem. Now, answer the following
questions.

• What was your purpose in reading each of those texts? Did you read for information, to pass a test, for
enjoyment, to decide on a product you wanted to buy, and so on? Or, did you read to figure out some
complex problem that keeps you awake at night?

• You have probably come up with a list of different purposes. How did each of those purposes influence
your reading strategies? Did you take notes or try to memorize what you read? How long did it take you
to read different texts? Did you begin at the beginning and read till you reached the end, or did you
browse some texts? Consider the time of day you were reading. Consider even whether some texts tired
you out or whether you thought they were “boring.” Why?

• What did you do with the results of your reading? Did you use them for some practical purpose, such as
buying a new product or finding directions, or did you use them for a less practical purpose, such as
understanding some topic better r learning something about yourself and others?

When you finish, share your results with the rest of the class and with your instructor.

Having answered the questions above, you have probably noticed that your reading strategies differed depending
on the reading task you were facing and on what you planned to do with the results of the reading. If, for example,
you read lecture notes in order to pass a test, chances are you “read for information,” or “for the main” point,
trying to remember as much material as possible and anticipating possible test questions. If, on the other hand,
you read a good novel, you probably just focused on following the story. Finally, if you were reading something
that you hoped would help you answer some personal question or solve some personal problem, it is likely that
you kept comparing and contrasting the information that you read your own life and your own experiences.

You may have spent more time on some reading tasks than others. For example, when we are interested in one
particular piece of information or fact from a text, we usually put that text aside once we have located the
information we were looking for. In other cases, you may have been reading for hours on end taking careful notes
and asking questions.

If you share the results of your investigation into your reading habits with your classmates, you may also notice
that some of their reading habits and strategies were different from yours. Like writing strategies, approaches to
reading may vary from person to person depending on our previous experiences with different topics and types of
reading materials, expectations we have of different texts, and, of course, the purpose with which we are reading.

Life presents us with a variety of reading situations which demand different reading strategies and techniques.
Sometimes, it is important to be as efficient as possible and read purely for information or “the main point.” At
other times, it is important to just “let go” and turn the pages following a good story, although this means not
thinking about the story you are reading. At the heart of writing and research, however, lies the kind of reading
known as critical reading. Critical examination of sources is what makes their use in research possible and what
allows writers to create rhetorically effective and engaging texts.

Key Features of Critical Reading

Critical readers are able to interact with the texts they read through carefully listening, writing, conversation, and
questioning. They do not sit back and wait for the meaning of a text to come to them, but work hard in order to
create such meaning. Critical readers are not made overnight. Becoming a critical reader will take a lot of practice
and patience. Depending on your current reading philosophy and experiences with reading, becoming a critical
reader may require a significant change in your whole understanding of the reading process. The trade-off is
worth it, however. By becoming a more critical and active reader, you will also become a better researcher and a
better writer. Last but not least, you will enjoy reading and writing a whole lot more because you will become
actively engaged in both.
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One of my favorite passages describing the substance of critical and active reading comes from the introduction
to their book Ways of Readingwhose authors David Bartholomae and Anthony Petrosky write:

“Reading involves a fair measure of push and shove. You make your mark on the book and it makes its mark
on you. Reading is not simply a matter of hanging back and waiting for a piece, or its author, to tell you what
the writing has to say. In fact, one of the difficult things about reading is that the pages before you will begin
to speak only when the authors are silent and you begin to speak in their place, sometimes for them—doing
their work, continuing their projects—and sometimes for yourself, following your own agenda” (1).

Notice that Bartholomae and Petrosky describe reading process in pro-active terms. Meaning of every text is
“made,” not received. Readers need to “push and shove” in order to create their own, unique content of every text
they read. It is up the you as a reader to make the pages in front of you “speak” by talking with and against the
text, by questioning and expanding it.

Critical reading, then, is a two-way process. As reader, you are not a consumer of words, waiting patiently for
ideas from the printed page or a web-site to fill your head and make you smarter. Instead, as a critical reader, you
need to interact with what you read, asking questions of the author, testing every assertion, fact, or idea, and
extending the text by adding your own understanding of the subject and your own personal experiences to your
reading.

The following are key features of the critical approach to reading:

• No text, however well written and authoritative, contains its own, pre-determined meaning.
• Readers must work hard to create meaning from every text.
• Critical readers interact with the texts they read by questioning them, responding to them, and expanding

them, usually in writing.
• To create meaning, critical readers use a variety of approaches, strategies, and techniques which

include applying their personal experiences and existing knowledge to the reading process.
• Critical readers seek actively out other texts, related to the topic of their investigation.

The following section is an examination of these claims about critical reading in more detail.

Texts Present Ideas, Not Absolute Truths

In order to understand the mechanisms and intellectual challenges of critical reading, we need to examine some
of our deepest and long-lasting assumptions about reading. Perhaps the two most significant challenges facing
anyone who wants to become a more active and analytical reader is understanding that printed texts doe not
contain inarguable truths and learning to questions and talk back to those texts. Students in my writing classes
often tell me that the biggest challenge they face in trying to become critical readers is getting away from the idea
that they have to believe everything they read on a printed page. Years of schooling have taught many of us to
believe that published texts present inarguable, almost absolute truths. The printed page has authority because,
before publishing his or her work, every writer goes through a lengthy process of approval, review, revision, fact-
checking, and so on. Consequently, this theory goes, what gets published must be true. And if it is true, it must be
taken at face value, not questioned, challenged, or extended in any way.

Perhaps, the ultimate authority among the readings materials encountered by college belongs to the textbook. As
students, we all have had to read and almost memorize textbook chapters in order to pass an exam. We read
textbooks “for information,” summarizing their chapters, trying to find “the main points” and then reproducing these
main points during exams. I have nothing against textbook as such, in fact, I am writing one right now. And it is
certainly possible to read textbooks critically and actively. But, as I think about the challenges which many college
students face trying to become active and critical readers, I come to the conclusion that the habit to read every
text as if they were preparing for an exam on it, as if it was a source of unquestionable truth and knowledge
prevents many from becoming active readers.

Treating texts as if they were sources of ultimate and unquestionable knowledge and truth represents the view of
reading as consumption. According to this view, writers produce ideas and knowledge, and we, readers, consume
them. Of course, sometimes we have to assume this stance and read for information or the “main point” of a text.
But it is critical reading that allows us to create new ideas from what we read and to become independent and
creative learners.
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Critical reading is a collaboration between the reader and the writer. It offers readers the ability to be active
participants in the construction of meaning of every text they read and to use that meaning for their own learning
and self-fulfillment. Not even the best researched and written text is absolutely complete and finished. Granted,
most fields of knowledge have texts which are called “definitive.” Such texts usually represent our best current
knowledge on their subjects. However, even the definitive works get revised over time and they are always open
to questioning and different interpretations.

Reading is a Rhetorical Tool

To understand how the claim that every reader makes his or her meaning from texts works, it is necessary to
examine what is know as the rhetorical theory of reading. The work that best describes and justifies the rhetorical
reading theory is Douglas Brent‟s 1992 book Reading as Rhetorical Invention: Knowledge, Persuasion, and the
Teaching of Research-Based Writing. I like to apply Brent‟s ideas to my discussions of critical reading because I
think that they do a good job demystifying critical reading‟s main claims. Brent‟s theory of reading is a rhetorical
device puts significant substance behind the somewhat abstract ideas of active and critical reading, explaining
how the mechanisms of active interaction between readers and texts actually work.

Briefly explained, Brent treats reading not only as a vehicle for transmitting information and knowledge, but also
as a means of persuasion. In fact, according to Brent, knowledge equals persuasion because, in his words,
“Knowledge is not simply what one has been told. Knowledge is what one believes, what one accepts as being at
least provisionally true.” (xi). This short passage contains two assertions which are key to the understanding of
mechanisms of critical reading. Firstly, notice that simply reading “for the main point” will not necessarily make
you “believe” what you read. Surely, such reading can fill our heads with information, but will that information
become our knowledge in a true sense, will we be persuaded by it, or will we simply memorize it to pass the test
and forget it as soon as we pass it? Of course not! All of us can probably recall many instances in which we read
a lot to pass a test only to forget, with relief, what we read as soon as we left the classroom where that test was
held. The purpose of reading and research, then, is not to get as much as information out of a text as possible but
to change and update one‟s system of beliefs on a given subject (Brent 55-57).

Brent further states:

“The way we believe or disbelieve certain texts clearly varies from one individual to the next. If you present a
text that is remotely controversial to a group of people, some will be convinced by it and some not, and those
who are convinced will be convinced in different degrees. The task of a rhetoric of reading is to explain
systematically how these differences arise— how people are persuaded differently by texts” (18).

Critical and active readers not only accept the possibility that the same texts will have different meanings for
different people, but welcome this possibility as an inherent and indispensable feature of strong, engaged, and
enjoyable reading process. To answer his own questions about what factors contribute to different readers‟
different interpretations of the same texts, Brent offers us the following principles that I have summarized from his
book:

• Readers are guided by personal beliefs, assumptions, and pre-existing knowledge when interpreting
texts. You can read more on the role of the reader‟s pre-existing knowledge in the construction of
meaning later on in this chapter.

• Readers react differently to the logical proofs presented by the writers of texts.
• Readers react differently to emotional and ethical proofs presented by writers. For example, an

emotional story told by a writer may resonate with one person more than with another because the first
person lived through a similar experience and the second one did not, and so on.

The idea behind the rhetorical theory of reading is that when we read, we not only take in ideas, information, and
facts, but instead we “update our view of the world.” You cannot force someone to update their worldview, and
therefore, the purpose of writing is persuasion and the purpose of reading is being persuaded. Persuasion is
possible only when the reader is actively engaged with the text and understands that much more than simple
retrieval of information is at stake when reading.

One of the primary factors that influence our decision to accept or not to accept an argument is what Douglas
Brent calls our “repertoire of experience, much of [which] is gained through prior interaction with texts” (56). What
this means is that when we read a new text, we do not begin with a clean slate, an empty mind. However
unfamiliar the topic of this new reading may seem to us, we approach it with a large baggage of previous
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knowledge, experiences, points of view, and so on. When an argument “comes in” into our minds from a text, this
text, by itself, cannot change our view on the subject. Our prior opinions and knowledge about the topic of the text
we are reading will necessarily “filter out” what is incompatible with those views (Brent 56-57). This, of course,
does not mean that, as readers, we should persist in keeping our old ideas about everything and actively resist
learning new things. Rather, it suggests that the reading process is an interaction between the ideas in the text in
front of us and our own ideas and pre-conceptions about the subject of our reading. We do not always
consciously measure what we read according to our existing systems of knowledge and beliefs, but we measure it
nevertheless. Reading, according to Brent, is judgment, and, like in life where we do not always consciously
examine and analyze the reasons for which we make various decisions, evaluating a text often happens
automatically or subconsciously (59).

Applied to research writing, Brent‟s theory or reading means the following:

• The purpose of research is not simply to retrieve data, but to participate in a conversation about it.
Simple summaries of sources is not research, and writers should be aiming for active interpretation of
sources instead

• There is no such thing as an unbiased source. Writers make claims for personal reasons that critical
readers need to learn to understand and evaluate.

• Feelings can be a source of shareable good reason for belief. Readers and writers need to use,
judiciously, ethical and pathetic proofs in interpreting texts and in creating their own.

• Research is recursive. Critical readers and researchers never stop asking questions about their topic
and never consider their research finished.

Active Readers Look for Connections Between Texts

Earlier on, I mentioned that one of the traits of active readers is their willingness to seek out other texts and
people who may be able to help them in their research and learning. I find that for many beginning researchers
and writers, the inability to seek out such connections often turns into a roadblock on their research route. Here is
what I am talking about.

Recently, I asked my writing students to investigate some problem on campus and to propose a solution to it. I
asked them to use both primary (interviews, surveys, etc.) and secondary (library, Internet, etc.) research.
Conducting secondary research allows a writer to connect a local problem he or she is investigating and a local
solution he or she is proposing with a national and even global context, and to see whether the local situation is
typical or a-typical.

One group of students decided to investigate the issue of racial and ethnic diversity on our campus. The lack of
diversity is a “hot” issue on our campus, and recently an institutional task force was created to investigate
possible ways of making our university more diverse.

The students had no trouble designing research questions and finding people to interview and survey. Their
subjects included students and faculty as well as the university vice-president who was changed with overseeing
the work of the diversity task force. Overall, these authors have little trouble conducting and interpreting primary
research that led them to conclude that, indeed, our campus is not diverse enough and that most students would
like to see the situation change.

The next step these writers took was to look at the websites of some other schools similar in size and nature to
ours, to see how our university compared on the issue of campus diversity with others. They were able to find
some statistics on the numbers of minorities at other colleges and universities that allowed them to create a
certain backdrop for their primary research that they had conducted earlier.

But good writing goes beyond the local situation. Good writing tries to connect the local and the national and the
global. It tries to look beyond the surface of the problem, beyond simply comparing numbers and other statistics.
It seeks to understand the roots of a problem and propose a solution based on a local and well as a global
situation and research. The primary and secondary research conducted by these students was not allowing them
to make that step from analyzing local data to understanding their problem in context. They needed some other
type of research sources.

At that point, however, those writers hit an obstacle. How and where, they reasoned, would we find other
secondary sources, such as books, journals, and websites, about the lack of diversity on our campus? The
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answer to that question was that, at this stage in their research and writing, they did not need to look for more
sources about our local problem with the lack of diversity. They needed to look at diversity and ways to increase it
as a national and global issue. They needed to generalize the problem and, instead of looking at a local example,
to consider its implications for the issue they were studying overall. Such research would not only have allowed
these writers to examine the problem as a whole but also to see how it was being solved in other places. This, in
turn, might have helped them to propose a local solution.

Critical readers and researchers understand that it is not enough to look at the research question locally or
narrowly. After conducting research and understanding their problem locally, or as it applies specifically to them,
active researchers contextualize their investigation by seeking out texts and other sources which would allow
them to see the big picture.

Sometimes, it is hard to understand how external texts which do not seem to talk directly about you can help you
research and write about questions, problems, and issues in your own life. In her 2004 essay, “Developing
„Interesting Thoughts‟: Reading for Research,” writing teacher my former colleague Janette Martin tells a story of
a student who was writing a paper about what it is like to be a collegiate athlete. The emerging theme in that
paper was that of discipline and sacrifice required of student athletes. Simultaneously, that student was reading a
chapter from the book by the French philosopher Michel Foucault called Discipline and Punish. Foucault‟s work is
a study of the western penitentiary system, which, of course cannot be directly compared to experiences of a
student athlete. At the same time, one of the leading themes in Foucault‟s work is discipline. Martin states that the
student was able to see some connection between Foucault and her own life and use the reading for her research
and writing (6). In addition to showing how related texts can be used to explore various aspects of the writer‟s
own life, this example highlights the need to read texts critically and interpret them creatively. Such reading and
research goes beyond simply comparing of facts and numbers and towards relating ideas and concepts with one
another.

From Reading to Writing

Reading and writing are the two essential tools of learning. Critical reading is not a process of passive
consumption, but one of interaction and engagement between the reader and the text. Therefore, when reading
critically and actively, it is important not only to take in the words on the page, but also to interpret and to reflect
upon what you read through writing and discussing it with others.

Critical Readers Understand the Difference Between Reacting and
Responding to A Text

As stated earlier in this chapter, actively responding to difficult texts, posing questions, and analyzing ideas
presented in them is the key to successful reading. The goal of an active reader is to engage in a conversation
with the text he or she is reading. In order to fulfill this goal, it is important to understand the difference between
reacting to the text and responding to it.

Reacting to a text is often done on an emotional, rather than on an intellectual level. It is quick and shallow. For
example, if we encounter a text that advances arguments with which we strongly disagree, it is natural to dismiss
those ideas out of hand as not wrong and not worthy of our attention. Doing so would be reacting to the text
based only on emotions and on our pre-set opinions about its arguments. It is easy to see that reacting in this way
does not take the reader any closer to understanding the text. A wall of disagreement that existed between the
reader and the text before the reading continues to exist after the reading.

Responding to a text, on the other hand, requires a careful study of the ideas presented and arguments advanced
in it. Critical readers who possess this skill are not willing to simply reject or accept the arguments presented in
the text after the first reading right away. To continue with our example from the preceding paragraph, a reader
who responds to a controversial text rather than reacting to it might apply several of the following strategies
before forming and expressing an opinion about that text.

• Read the text several times, taking notes, asking questions, and underlining key places.
• Study why the author of the text advances ideas, arguments, and convictions, so different from the

reader‟s own. For example, is the text‟s author advancing an agenda of some social, political, religious,
or economic group of which he or she is a member?
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• Study the purpose and the intended audience of the text.
• Study the history of the argument presented in the text as much as possible. For example, modern texts

on highly controversial issues such as the death penalty, abortion, or euthanasia often use past events,
court cases, and other evidence to advance their claims. Knowing the history of the problem will help you
to construct meaning of a difficult text.

• Study the social, political, and intellectual context in which the text was written. Good writers use social
conditions to advance controversial ideas. Compare the context in which the text was written to the one
in which it is read. For example, have social conditions changed, thus invalidating the argument or
making it stronger?

• Consider the author‟s (and your own) previous knowledge of the issue at the center of the text and your
experiences with it. How might such knowledge or experience have influenced your reception of the
argument?

Taking all these steps will help you to move away from simply reacting to a text and towards constructing
informed and critical response to it.

Critical Readers Resist Oversimplified Binary Responses

Critical readers learn to avoid simple “agree-disagree” responses to complex texts. Such way of thinking and
arguing is often called “binary” because is allows only two answers to every statement and every questions. But
the world of ideas is complex and, a much more nuanced approach is needed when dealing with complex
arguments.

When you are asked to “critique” a text, which readers are often asked to do, it does not mean that you have to
“criticize” it and reject its argument out of hand. What you are being asked to do instead is to carefully evaluate
and analyze the text‟s ideas, to understand how and why they are constructed and presented, and only then
develop a response to that text. Not every text asks for an outright agreement or disagreement. Sometimes, we
as readers are not in a position to either simply support an argument or reject it. What we can do in such cases,
though, is to learn more about the text‟s arguments by carefully considering all of their aspects and to construct a
nuanced, sophisticated response to them. After you have done all that, it will still be possible to disagree with the
arguments presented in the reading, but your opinion about the text will be much more informed and nuanced
than if you have taken the binary approach from the start.

Two Sample Student Responses

To illustrate the principles laid out in this section, consider the following two reading responses. Both texts
respond to a very well known piece, “A Letter from Birmingham Jail,” by Martin Luther King, Jr. In the letter, King
responds to criticism from other clergymen who had called his methods of civil rights struggle “unwise and
untimely.” Both student writers were given the same response prompt:

“After reading King‟s piece several times and with a pen or pencil in hand, consider what shapes King‟s
letter. Specifically, what rhetorical strategies is he using to achieve a persuasive effect on his readers? In
making your decisions, consider such factors as background information that he gives, ways in which he
addresses his immediate audience, and others. Remember that your goal is to explore King‟s text, thus
enabling you to understand his rhetorical strategies better.”

Student “A”

Martin Luther King Jr’s “Letter from Birmingham Jail” is a very powerful text. At the time when minorities
in America were silenced and persecuted, King had the courage to lead his people in the struggle for
equality. After being jailed in Birmingham, Alabama, King wrote a letter to his “fellow clergymen”
describing his struggle for civil rights. In the letter, King recounts a brief history of that struggle and
rejects the accusation that it is “unwise and untimely.” Overall, I think that King’s letter is a very
rhetorically effective text, one that greatly helped Americans to understand the civil rights movement.

Student “B”

King begins his “Letter from Birmingham Jail” by addressing it to his “fellow clergymen.” Thus, he
immediately sets the tone of inclusion rather than exclusion. By using the word “fellow” in the address, I

105105



think he is trying to do two things. First of all, he presents himself as a colleague and a spiritual brother
of his audience. That, in effect, says “you can trust me,” “I am one of your kind.” Secondly, by
addressing his readers in that way, King suggests that everyone, even those Americans who are not
directly involved in the struggle for civil rights, should be concerned with it. Hence the word “fellow.”
King’s opening almost invokes the phrase “My fellow Americans” or “My fellow citizens” used so often
by American Presidents when they address the nation.

King then proceeds to give a brief background of his actions as a civil rights leader. As I read this part
of the letter, I was wondering whether his readers would really have not known what he had
accomplished as a civil rights leader. Then I realized that perhaps he gives all that background
information as a rhetorical move. His immediate goal is to keep reminding his readers about his
activities. His ultimate goal is to show to his audience that his actions were non-violent but peaceful. In
reading this passage by King, I remembered once again that it is important not to assume that your
audience knows anything about the subject of the writing. I will try to use this strategy more in my own
papers.

In the middle of the letter, King states: “The purpose of our direct-action program is to create a situation
so crisis-packed that it will inevitably open the door to negotiation.” This sentence looks like a thesis
statement and I wonder why he did not place it towards the beginning of the text, to get his point across
right away. After thinking about this for a few minutes and re- reading several pages from our class
textbook, I think he leaves his “thesis” till later in his piece because he is facing a not- so-friendly (if not
hostile) audience. Delaying the thesis and laying out some background information and evidence first
helps a writer to prepare his or her audience for the coming argument. That is another strategy I should
probably use more often in my own writing, depending on the audience I am facing.

Reflecting on the Responses

To be sure, much more can be said about King‟s letter than either of these writers have said. However, these two
responses allow us to see two dramatically different approaches to reading. After studying both responses,
consider the questions below.

• Which response fulfills the goals set in the prompt better and why?
• Which responses shows a deeper understanding of the texts by the reader and why?
• Which writer does a better job at avoiding binary thinking and creating a sophisticated reading of King‟s

text and why?
• Which writer is more likely to use the results of the reading in his or her own writing in the future and

why?
• Which writer leaves room for response to his text by others and why?

Critical Readers Do not Read Alone and in Silence

One of the key principles of critical reading is that active readers do not read silently and by themselves. By this I
mean that they take notes and write about what they read. They also discuss the texts they are working with, with
others and compare their own interpretations of those texts with the interpretations constructed by their
colleagues.

As a college student, you are probably used to taking notes of what you read. When I was in college, my favorite
way of preparing for a test was reading a chapter or two from my textbook, then closing the book, then trying to
summarize what I have read on a piece of paper. I tried to get the main points of the chapters down and the
explanations and proofs that the textbooks‟ authors used. Sometimes, I wrote a summary of every chapter in the
textbook and then studied for the test from those summaries rather than from the textbook itself. I am sure you
have favorite methods of note taking and studying from your notes, too.

But now it strikes me that what I did with those notes was not critical reading. I simply summarized my textbooks
in a more concise, manageable form and then tried to memorize those summaries before the test. I did not take
my reading of the textbooks any further than what was already on their pages. Reading for information and trying
to extract the main points, I did not talk back to the texts, did not question them, and did not try to extend the
knowledge which they offered in any way. I also did not try to connect my reading with my personal experiences
or pre-existing knowledge in any way. I also read in silence, without exchanging ideas with other readers of the
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same texts. Of course, my reading strategies and techniques were dictated by my goal, which was to pass the
test.

Critical reading has other goals, one of which is entering an on-going intellectual exchange. Therefore it demands
different reading strategies, approaches, and techniques. One of these new approaches is not reading in silence
and alone. Instead, critical readers read with a pen or pencil in hand. They also discuss what they read with
others.

Strategies for Connecting Reading and Writing

If you want to become a critical reader, you need to get into a habit of writing as you read. You also need to
understand that complex texts cannot be read just once. Instead, they require multiple readings, the first of which
may be a more general one during which you get acquainted with the ideas presented in the text, its structure and
style. During the second and any subsequent readings, however, you will need to write, and write a lot. The
following are some critical reading and writing techniques which active readers employ as they work to create
meanings from texts they read.

Underline Interesting and Important Places in the Text

Underline words, sentences, and passages that stand out, for whatever reason. Underline the key arguments that
you believe the author of the text is making as well as any evidence, examples, and stories that seem interesting
or important. Don‟t be afraid to “get it wrong.” There is no right or wrong here. The places in the text that you
underline may be the same or different from those noticed by your classmates, and this difference of
interpretation is the essence of critical reading.

Take Notes

Take notes on the margins. If you do not want to write on your book or journal, attach post-it notes with your
comments to the text. Do not be afraid to write too much. This is the stage of the reading process during which
you are actively making meaning. Writing about what you read is the best way to make sense of it, especially, if
the text is difficult.

Do not be afraid to write too much. This is the stage of the reading process during which you are actively making
meaning. Writing about what you read will help you not only to remember the argument which the author of the
text is trying to advance (less important for critical reading), but to create your own interpretations of the text you
are reading (more important).

Here are some things you can do in your comments

• Ask questions.
• Agree or disagree with the author.
• Question the evidence presented in the text
• Offer counter-evidence
• Offer additional evidence, examples, stories, and so on that support the author‟s argument
• Mention other texts which advance the same or similar arguments
• Mention personal experiences that enhance your reading of the text

Write Exploratory Responses

Write extended responses to readings. Writing students are often asked to write one or two page exploratory
responses to readings, but they are not always clear on the purpose of these responses and on how to approach
writing them. By writing reading responses, you are continuing the important work of critical reading which you
began when you underlined interesting passages and took notes on the margins. You are extending the meaning
of the text by creating your own commentary to it and perhaps even branching off into creating your own
argument inspired by your reading. Your teacher may give you a writing prompt, or ask you to come up with your
own topic for a response. In either case, realize that reading responses are supposed to be exploratory, designed
to help you delve deeper into the text you are reading than note-taking or underlining will allow.
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When writing extended responses to the readings, it is important to keep one thing in mind, and that is their
purpose. The purpose of these exploratory responses, which are often rather informal, is not to produce a
complete argument, with an introduction, thesis, body, and conclusion. It is not to impress your classmates and
your teacher with “big” words and complex sentences. On the contrary, it is to help you understand the text you
are working with at a deeper level. The verb “explore” means to investigate something by looking at it more
closely. Investigators get leads, some of which are fruitful and useful and some of which are dead-ends. As you
investigate and create the meaning of the text you are working with, do not be afraid to take different directions
with your reading response. In fact, it is important resist the urge to make conclusions or think that you have found
out everything about your reading. When it comes to exploratory reading responses, lack of closure and presence
of more leads at the end of the piece is usually a good thing. Of course, you should always check with your
teacher for standards and format of reading responses.

Try the following guidelines to write a successful response to a reading:

Remember your goal—exploration. The purpose of writing a response is to construct the meaning of a difficult
text. It is not to get the job done as quickly as possible and in as few words as possible.

As you write, “talk back to the text.” Make comments, ask questions, and elaborate on complex thoughts. This
part of the writing becomes much easier if, prior to writing your response, you had read the assignment with a pen
in hand and marked important places in the reading.

If your teacher provides a response prompt, make sure you understand it. Then try to answer the questions in the
prompt to the best of your ability. While you are doing that, do not be afraid of bringing in related texts, examples,
or experiences. Active reading is about making connections, and your readers will appreciate your work because
it will help them understand the text better.

While your primary goal is exploration and questioning, make sure that others can understand your response.
While it is OK to be informal in your response, make every effort to write in a clear, error-free language.

Involve your audience in the discussion of the reading by asking questions, expressing opinions, and connecting
to responses made by others.

Use Reading for Invention

Use reading and your responses to start your own formal writing projects. Reading is a powerful invention tool.
While preparing to start a new writing project, go back to the readings you have completed and your responses to
those readings in search for possible topics and ideas. Also look through responses your classmates gave to your
ideas about the text. Another excellent way to start your own writing projects and to begin research for them is to
look through the list of references and sources at the end of the reading that you are working with. They can
provide excellent topic-generating and research leads.

Keep a Double-Entry Journal

Many writers like double-entry journals because they allow us to make that leap from summary of a source to
interpretation and persuasion. To start a double-entry journal, divide a page into two columns. As you read, in the
left column write down interesting and important words, sentences, quotations, and passages from the text. In the
right column, right your reaction and responses to them. Be as formal or informal as you want. Record words,
passages, and ideas from the text that you find useful for your paper, interesting, or, in any, way striking or
unusual. Quote or summarize in full, accurately, and fairly. In the right-hand side column, ask the kinds of
questions and provide the kinds of responses that will later enable you to create an original reading of the text you
are working with and use that reading to create your own paper.

Don’t Give Up

If the text you are reading seems too complicated or “boring,” that might mean that you have not attacked it
aggressively and critically enough. Complex texts are the ones worth pursuing and investigating because they
present the most interesting ideas. Critical reading is a liberating practice because you do not have to worry about
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“getting it right.” As long as you make an effort to engage with the text and as long as you are willing to work hard
on creating a meaning out of what you read, the interpretation of the text you are working with will be valid.

IMPORTANT: So far, we have established that no pre-existing meaning is possible in written texts and that critical
and active readers work hard to create such meaning. We have also established that interpretations differ from
reader to reader and that there is no “right” or “wrong” during the critical reading process. So, you may ask, does
this mean that any reading of a text that I create will be a valid and persuasive one? With the exception of the
most outlandish and purposely-irrelevant readings that have nothing to do with the sources text, the answer is
“yes.” However, remember that reading and interpreting texts, as well as sharing your interpretations with others
are rhetorical acts. First of all, in order to learn something from your critical reading experience, you, the reader,
need to be persuaded by your own reading of the text. Secondly, for your reading to be accepted by others, they
need to be persuaded by it, too. It does not mean, however, that in order to make your reading of a text
persuasive, you simply have to find “proof” in the text for your point of view. Doing that would mean reverting to
reading “for the main point,” reading as consumption. Critical reading, on the other hand, requires a different
approach. One of the components of this approach is the use of personal experiences, examples, stories, and
knowledge for interpretive and persuasive purposes. This is the subject of the next section of this chapter.

One Critical Reader‟s Path to Creating a Meaning: A Case Study

Earlier on in this chapter, we discussed the importance of using your existing knowledge and prior experience to
create new meaning out of unfamiliar and difficult texts. In this section, I‟d like to offer you one student writer‟s
account of his meaning- making process. Before I do that, however, it is important for me to tell you a little about
the class and the kinds of reading and writing assignments that its members worked on.

All the writing projects offered to the members of the class were promoted by readings, and students were
expected to actively develop their own ideas and provide their own readings of assigned texts in their essays. The
main text for the class was the anthology Ways of Reading edited by David Bartholomae and Anthony Petrosky
that contains challenging and complex texts. Like for most of his classmates, this approach to reading and writing
was new to Alex who had told me earlier that he was used to reading “for information” or “for the main point”.

In preparation for the first writing project, the class read Adrienne Rich‟s essay “When We Dead Awaken: Writing
as Revision.” In her essay, Rich offers a moving account of her journey to becoming a writer. She makes the case
for constantly “revising” one‟s life in the light of all new events and experiences. Rich blends voices and genres
throughout the essay, using personal narrative, academic argument, and even poetry. As a result, Rich creates
the kind of personal-public argument which, on the one hand, highlights her own life, and on the other, illustrates
that her Rich‟s life is typical for her time and her environment and that her readers can also learn from her
experiences.

To many beginning readers and writers, who are used to a neat separation of “personal” and “academic”
argument, such a blend of genres and styles may seem odd. In fact, on of the challenges that many of the
students in the class faced was understanding why Rich chooses to blend personal writing with academic and
what rhetorical effects she achieves by doing so. To After writing informal responses to the essay and discussing
it in class, the students were offered the following writing assignment:

Although Rich tells a story of her own, she does so to provide an illustration of an even larger story—one about
what it means to be a woman and a writer. Tell a story of your own about the ways you might be said to have
been named or shaped or positioned by an established or powerful culture. Like Rich (and perhaps with similar
hesitation), use your own experience as an illustration of both your own situation and the situation of people like
you. You should imagine that the assignment is a way for you to use (and put to the test) some of Rich‟s terms,
words like “re-vision,” “renaming,” and “structure.” (Bartholomae and Petrosky 648).

Notice that this assignment does not ask students to simply analyze Rich‟s essay, to dissect its argument or
“main points.” Instead, writers are asked to work with their own experiences and events of their own lives in order
to provide a reading of Rich which is affected and informed by the writers‟ own lives and own knowledge of life.
This is critical reading in action when a reader creates his or her one‟s own meaning of a complex text by
reflecting on the relationship between the content of that text and one‟s own life.

In response to the assignment, one of the class members, Alex Cimino-Hurt, wrote a paper that re-examined and
re- evaluated his upbringing and how those factors have influenced his political and social views. In particular,
Alex was trying to reconcile his own and his parents‟ anti-war views with the fact than a close relative of his was
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fighting in the war in Iraq as he worked on the paper. Alex used such terms as “revision” and “hesitation” to
develop his piece.

Like most other writers in the class, initially Alex seemed a little puzzled, even confused by the requirement to
read someone else‟s text through the prism of his own life and his own experiences. However, as he drafted,
revised, and discussed his writing with his classmates and his instructor, the new approach to reading and writing
became clearer to him. After finishing the paper, Alex commented on his reading strategies and techniques and
on what he learned about critical reading during the project:

On Previous Reading Habits and Techniques

Previously when working on any project whether it be for a History, English, or any other class that involved
reading and research, there was a certain amount of minimalism. As a student I tried to balance the least amount
of effort with the best grade. I distinctly remember that before, being taught to skim over writing and reading so
that I found “main” points and highlighted them. The value of thoroughly reading a piece was not taught because
all that was needed was a shallow interpretation of whatever information that was provided followed by a
regurgitation. [Critical reading] provided a dramatic difference in perspective and helped me learn to not only
dissect the meaning of a piece, but also to see why the writer is using certain techniques or how the reading
applies to my life.

On Developing Critical Reading Strategies

When reading critically I found that the most important thing for me was to set aside a block of time in which I
wouldn‟t have to hurry my reading or skip parts to “Get the gist of it”. Developing an eye for…detail came in two
ways. The first method is to read the text several times, and the second is to discuss it with my classmates and
my teacher. It quickly became clear to me that the more I read a certain piece, the more I got from it as I became
more comfortable with the prose and writing style. With respect to the second way, there is always something that
you can miss and there is always a different perspective that can be brought to the table by either the teacher or a
classmate.

On Reading Rich’s Essay

In reading Adrienne Rich‟s essay, the problem for me wasn‟t necessarily relating to her work but instead just
finding the right perspective from which to read it. I was raised in a very open family so being able to relate to
others was learned early in my life. Once I was able to parallel my perspective to hers, it was just a matter of
composing my own story. Mine was my liberalism in conservative environments—the fact that frustrates me
sometimes. I felt that her struggle frustrated her, too. By using quotations from her work, I was able to show my
own situation to my readers.

On Writing the Paper

The process that I went through to write an essay consisted of three stages. During the first stage, I wrote down
every coherent idea I had for the essay as well as a few incoherent ones. This helped me create a lot of material
to work with. While this initial material doesn‟t always have direction it provides a foundation for writing. The
second stage involved rereading Rich‟s essay and deciding which parts of it might be relevant to my own story.
Looking at my own life and at Rich‟s work together helped me consolidate my paper. The third and final stage
involved taking what is left and refining the style of the paper and taking care of the mechanics.

Advice for Critical Readers

The first key to being a critical and active reader is to find something in the piece that interests, bothers,
encourages, or just confuses you. Use this to drive your analysis. Remember there is no such thing as a boring
essay, only a boring reader.
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• Reading something once is never enough so reading it quickly before class just won‟t cut it. Read it once
to get yourbraincomfortablewiththework,thenreaditagainandactuallytrytounderstandwhat‟sgoingoninit.
You can‟t read it too many times.

• Ask questions. It seems like a simple suggestion but if you never ask questions you‟ll never get any
answers. So, while you‟re reading, think of questions and just write them down on a piece of paper lest
you forget them after about a line and a half of reading.

Conclusion

Reading and writing are rhetorical processes, and one does not exist without the other. The goal of a good writer
is to engage his or her readers into a dialog presented in the piece of writing. Similarly, the goal of a critical and
active reader is to participate in that dialog and to have something to say back to the writer and to others. Writing
leads to reading and reading leads to writing. We write because we have something to say and we read because
we are interested in ideas of others.

Reading what others have to say and responding to them help us make that all-important transition from simply
having opinions about something to having ideas. Opinions are often over-simplified and fixed. They are not very
useful because, if different people have different opinions that they are not willing to change or adjust, such
people cannot work or think together. Ideas, on the other hand, are ever evolving, fluid, and flexible. Our ideas are
informed and shaped by our interactions with others, both in person and through written texts. In a world where
thought and action count, it is not enough to simply “agree to disagree.” Reading and writing, used together, allow
us to discuss complex and difficult issues with others, to persuade and be persuaded, and, most importantly, to
act.

Reading and writing are inextricably connected, and I hope that this chapter has shown you ways to use reading
to inform and enrich you writing and your learning in general. The key to becoming an active, critical, and
interested reader is the development of varied and effective reading techniques and strategies. I‟d like to close
this chapter with the words from the writer Alex Cimino-Hurt: “Being able to read critically is important no matter
what you plan on doing with your career or life because it allows you to understand the world around you.”
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CRITICAL THINKING AND RESEARCH
APPLICATIONS

Learning Objectives

1. Analyze source materials to determine how they support or refute the working thesis.
2. Identify connections between source materials and eliminate redundant or irrelevant source materials.
3. Identify instances when it is appropriate to use human sources, such as interviews or eyewitness

testimony.
4. Select information from sources to begin answering the research questions.
5. Determine an appropriate organizational structure for the research paper that uses critical analysis to

connect the writer’s ideas and information taken from sources.

At this point in your project, you are preparing to move from the research phase to the writing phase. You have
gathered much of the information you will use, and soon you will be ready to begin writing your draft. This section
helps you transition smoothly from one phase to the next.

Beginning writers sometimes attempt to transform a pile of note cards into a formal research paper without any
intermediary step. This approach presents problems. The writer’s original question and thesis may be buried in a
flood of disconnected details taken from research sources. The first draft may present redundant or contradictory
information. Worst of all, the writer’s ideas and voice may be lost.

An effective research paper focuses on the writer’s ideas—from the question that sparked the research process to
how the writer answers that question based on the research findings. Before beginning a draft, or even an outline,
good writers pause and reflect. They ask themselves questions such as the following:

• How has my thinking changed based on my research? What have I learned?
• Was my working thesis on target? Do I need to rework my thesis based on what I have learned?
• How does the information in my sources mesh with my research questions and help me answer those

questions? Have any additional important questions or subtopics come up that I will need to address in
my paper?

• How do my sources complement each other? What ideas or facts recur in multiple sources?
• Where do my sources disagree with each other, and why?

In this section, you will reflect on your research and review the information you have gathered. You will determine
what you now think about your topic. You will synthesize, or put together, different pieces of information that help
you answer your research questions. Finally, you will determine the organizational structure that works best for
your paper and begin planning your outline.

Exercise 1

Review the research questions and working thesis you developed in Chapter 11 “Writing from Research: What
Will I Learn?”, Section 11.2 “Steps in Developing a Research Proposal”. Set a timer for ten minutes and write
about your topic, using your questions and thesis to guide your writing. Complete this exercise without looking
over your notes or sources. Base your writing on the overall impressions and concepts you have absorbed while
conducting research. If additional, related questions come to mind, jot them down.

Selecting Useful Information

At this point in the research process, you have gathered information from a wide variety of sources. Now it is time
to think about how you will use this information as a writer.
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When you conduct research, you keep an open mind and seek out many promising sources. You take notes on
any information that looks like it might help you answer your research questions. Often, new ideas and terms
come up in your reading, and these, too, find their way into your notes. You may record facts or quotations that
catch your attention even if they did not seem immediately relevant to your research question. By now, you have
probably amassed an impressively detailed collection of notes.

You will not use all of your notes in your paper.

Good researchers are thorough. They look at multiple perspectives, facts, and ideas related to their topic, and
they gather a great deal of information. Effective writers, however, are selective. They determine which
information is most relevant and appropriate for their purpose. They include details that develop or explain their
ideas—and they leave out details that do not. The writer, not the pile of notes, is the controlling force. The writer
shapes the content of the research paper.

While working through Chapter 11 “Writing from Research: What Will I Learn?”, Section 11.4 “Strategies for
Gathering Reliable Information”, you used strategies to filter out unreliable or irrelevant sources and details. Now
you will apply your critical-thinking skills to the information you recorded—analyzing how it is relevant, determining
how it meshes with your ideas, and finding how it forms connections and patterns.

Writing at Work

When you create workplace documents based on research, selectivity remains important. A project team may
spend months conducting market surveys to prepare for rolling out a new product, but few managers have time to
read the research in its entirety. Most employees want the research distilled into a few well-supported points.
Focused, concise writing is highly valued in the workplace.

Identify Information That Supports Your Thesis

In Note 11.81 “Exercise 1”, you revisited your research questions and working thesis. The process of writing
informally helped you see how you might begin to pull together what you have learned from your research. Do not
feel anxious, however, if you still have trouble seeing the big picture. Systematically looking through your notes
will help you.

Begin by identifying the notes that clearly support your thesis. Mark or group these, either physically or using the
cut-and-paste function in your word-processing program. As you identify the crucial details that support your
thesis, make sure you analyze them critically. Ask the following questions to focus your thinking:

• Is this detail from a reliable, high-quality source? Is it appropriate for me to cite this source in anIs this detail from a reliable, high-quality source? Is it appropriate for me to cite this source in an
academic paper?academic paper? The bulk of the support for your thesis should come from reliable, reputable sources. If
most of the details that support your thesis are from less-reliable sources, you may need to do additional
research or modify your thesis.

• Is the link between this information and my thesis obvious—or will I need to explain it to my readers?Is the link between this information and my thesis obvious—or will I need to explain it to my readers?
Remember, you have spent more time thinking and reading about this topic than your audience. Some
connections might be obvious to both you and your readers. More often, however, you will need to
provide the analysis or explanation that shows how the information supports your thesis. As you read
through your notes, jot down ideas you have for making those connections clear.

• What personal biases or experiences might affect the way I interpret this information?What personal biases or experiences might affect the way I interpret this information? No researcher is
100 percent objective. We all have personal opinions and experiences that influence our reactions to
what we read and learn. Good researchers are aware of this human tendency. They keep an open mind
when they read opinions or facts that contradict their beliefs.

Tip

It can be tempting to ignore information that does not support your thesis or that contradicts it outright. However,
such information is important. At the very least, it gives you a sense of what has been written about the issue.
More importantly, it can help you question and refine your own thinking so that writing your research paper is a
true learning process.
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Find Connections between Your Sources

As you find connections between your ideas and information in your sources, also look for information that
connects your sources. Do most sources seem to agree on a particular idea? Are some facts mentioned
repeatedly in many different sources? What key terms or major concepts come up in most of your sources
regardless of whether the sources agree on the finer points? Identifying these connections will help you identify
important ideas to discuss in your paper.

Look for subtler ways your sources complement one another, too. Does one author refer to another’s book or
article? How do sources that are more recent build upon the ideas developed in earlier sources?

Be aware of any redundancies in your sources. If you have amassed solid support from a reputable source, such
as a scholarly journal, there is no need to cite the same facts from an online encyclopedia article that is many
steps removed from any primary research. If a given source adds nothing new to your discussion and you can cite
a stronger source for the same information, use the stronger source.

Determine how you will address any contradictions found among different sources. For instance, if one source
cites a startling fact that you cannot confirm anywhere else, it is safe to dismiss the information as unreliable.
However, if you find significant disagreements among reliable sources, you will need to review them and evaluate
each source. Which source presents a sounder argument or more solid evidence? It is up to you to determine
which source is the most credible and why.

Finally, do not ignore any information simply because it does not support your thesis. Carefully consider how that
information fits into the big picture of your research. You may decide that the source is unreliable or the
information is not relevant, or you may decide that it is an important point you need to bring up. What matters is
that you give it careful consideration.

As Jorge reviewed his research, he realized that some of the information was not especially useful for his
purpose. His notes included several statements about the relationship between soft drinks that are high in sugar
and childhood obesity—a subtopic that was too far outside of the main focus of the paper. Jorge decided to cut
this material.

Reevaluate Your Working Thesis

A careful analysis of your notes will help you reevaluate your working thesis and determine whether you need to
revise it. Remember that your working thesis was the starting point—not necessarily the end point—of your
research. You should revise your working thesis if your ideas changed based on what you read. Even if your
sources generally confirmed your preliminary thinking on the topic, it is still a good idea to tweak the wording of
your thesis to incorporate the specific details you learned from research.

Jorge realized that his working thesis oversimplified the issues. He still believed that the media was exaggerating
the benefits of low-carb diets. However, his research led him to conclude that these diets did have some
advantages. Read Jorge’s revised thesis.
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Synthesizing and Organizing Information

By now your thinking on your topic is taking shape. You have a sense of what major ideas to address in your
paper, what points you can easily support, and what questions or subtopics might need a little more thought. In
short, you have begun the process of synthesizing information—that is, of putting the pieces together into a
coherent whole.

It is normal to find this part of the process a little difficult. Some questions or concepts may still be unclear to you.
You may not yet know how you will tie all of your research together. Synthesizing information is a complex,
demanding mental task, and even experienced researchers struggle with it at times. A little uncertainty is often a
good sign! It means you are challenging yourself to work thoughtfully with your topic instead of simply restating
the same information.

Use Your Research Questions to Synthesize Information

You have already considered how your notes fit with your working thesis. Now, take your synthesis a step further.
Analyze how your notes relate to your major research question and the subquestions you identified in Chapter 11
“Writing from Research: What Will I Learn?”, Section 11.2 “Steps in Developing a Research Proposal”. Organize
your notes with headings that correspond to those questions. As you proceed, you might identify some important
subtopics that were not part of your original plan, or you might decide that some questions are not relevant to your
paper.

Categorize information carefully and continue to think critically about the material. Ask yourself whether the
sources are reliable and whether the connections between ideas are clear.

Remember, your ideas and conclusions will shape the paper. They are the glue that holds the rest of the content
together. As you work, begin jotting down the big ideas you will use to connect the dots for your reader. (If you are
not sure where to begin, try answering your major research question and subquestions. Add and answer new
questions as appropriate.) You might record these big ideas on sticky notes or type and highlight them within an
electronic document.

Jorge looked back on the list of research questions that he had written down earlier. He changed a few to match
his new thesis, and he began a rough outline for his paper.
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Exercise 2

Review your research questions and working thesis again. This time, keep them nearby as you review your
research notes.

1. Identify information that supports your working thesis.
2. Identify details that call your thesis into question. Determine whether you need to modify your thesis.
3. Use your research questions to identify key ideas in your paper. Begin categorizing your notes according

to which topics are addressed. (You may find yourself adding important topics or deleting unimportant
ones as you proceed.)

4. Write out your revised thesis and at least two or three big ideas.

You may be wondering how your ideas are supposed to shape the paper, especially since you are writing a
research paper based on your research. Integrating your ideas and your information from research is a complex
process, and sometimes it can be difficult to separate the two.

Some paragraphs in your paper will consist mostly of details from your research. That is fine, as long as you
explain what those details mean or how they are linked. You should also include sentences and transitions that
show the relationship between different facts from your research by grouping related ideas or pointing out
connections or contrasts. The result is that you are not simply presenting information; you are synthesizing,
analyzing, and interpreting it.

Plan How to Organize Your Paper

The final step to complete before beginning your draft is to choose an organizational structure. For some
assignments, this may be determined by the instructor’s requirements. For instance, if you are asked to explore
the impact of a new communications device, a cause-and-effect structure is obviously appropriate. In other cases,
you will need to determine the structure based on what suits your topic and purpose. For more information about
the structures used in writing, see Chapter 10 “Rhetorical Modes”.

The purpose of Jorge’s paper was primarily to persuade. With that in mind, he planned the following outline.
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Exercise 3

Review the organizational structures discussed in this section and Chapter 10 “Rhetorical Modes”. Working with
the notes you organized earlier, follow these steps to begin planning how to organize your paper.

1. Create an outline that includes your thesis, major subtopics, and supporting points.
2. The major headings in your outline will become sections or paragraphs in your paper. Remember that

your ideas should form the backbone of the paper. For each major section of your outline, write out a
topic sentence stating the main point you will make in that section.

3. As you complete step 2, you may find that some points are too complex to explain in a sentence.
Consider whether any major sections of your outline need to be broken up and jot down additional topic
sentences as needed.

4. Review your notes and determine how the different pieces of information fit into your outline as
supporting points.

Collaboration

Please share the outline you created with a classmate. Examine your classmate’s outline and see if any questions
come to mind or if you see any area that would benefit from an additional point or clarification. Return the outlines
to each other and compare observations.

Writing at Work

The structures described in this section and Chapter 10 “Rhetorical Modes” can also help you organize
information in different types of workplace documents. For instance, medical incident reports and police reports
follow a chronological structure. If the company must choose between two vendors to provide a service, you might
write an e-mail to your supervisor comparing and contrasting the choices. Understanding when and how to use
each organizational structure can help you write workplace documents efficiently and effectively.
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Key Takeaways

• An effective research paper focuses on presenting the writer’s ideas using information from research as
support.

• Effective writers spend time reviewing, synthesizing, and organizing their research notes before they
begin drafting a research paper.

• It is important for writers to revisit their research questions and working thesis as they transition from the
research phase to the writing phrase of a project. Usually, the working thesis will need at least minor
adjustments.

• To organize a research paper, writers choose a structure that is appropriate for the topic and purpose.
Longer papers may make use of more than one structure.
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SAMPLE ASSIGNMENT: WEBQUEST

Instructions

Using only Internet resources, find the answers to the 10 questions below. Fully document the source for each
answer that you find. Include all of the following information about each source:

• Full URL (web address)
• Title of the page (or a description of the page if it does not have one)
• Author, if there is one
• Posting or copyright date
• Whether you consider your source authoritative, and why (or why not)

Find the answers to these questions:

1. What is the significance of the date October 28, 1955?
◦ Answer:
◦ URL:
◦ Title/Description:
◦ Author:
◦ Date:
◦ Authoritative: (yes or no?) (why or why not?)

2. What inventions of Aldus Manutius are still used today?
◦ Answer:
◦ URL:
◦ Title/Description:
◦ Author:
◦ Date:
◦ Authoritative: (yes or no?) (why or why not?)

3. What does ISBN-13 978-0590353403 represent?
◦ Answer:
◦ URL:
◦ Title/Description:
◦ Author:
◦ Date:
◦ Authoritative: (yes or no?) (why or why not?)

4. How many words comprise Abraham Lincoln’s “Gettysburg Address”?
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◦ Answer:
◦ URL:
◦ Title/Description:
◦ Author:
◦ Date:
◦ Authoritative: (yes or no?) (why or why not?)

5. What is the street address of Google’s headquarters?
◦ Answer:
◦ URL:
◦ Title/Description:
◦ Author:
◦ Date:
◦ Authoritative: (yes or no?) (why or why not?)

6. Who is Tim Berners-Lee?
◦ Answer:
◦ URL:
◦ Title/Description:
◦ Author:
◦ Date:
◦ Authoritative: (yes or no?) (why or why not?)

7. Who is Capricia Penavic Marshall?
◦ Answer:
◦ URL:
◦ Title/Description:
◦ Author:
◦ Date:
◦ Authoritative: (yes or no?) (why or why not?)

8. At the most recent exchange rates, how many Deutsche Marks equal one hundred French francs?
◦ Answer:
◦ URL:
◦ Title/Description:
◦ Author:
◦ Date:
◦ Authoritative: (yes or no?) (why or why not?)

9. How many breeds of dog are recognized by the American Kennel Club?
◦ Answer:
◦ URL:
◦ Title/Description:
◦ Author:
◦ Date:
◦ Authoritative: (yes or no?) (why or why not?)

10. What is the southernmost point in the 50 United States?
◦ Answer:
◦ URL:
◦ Title/Description:
◦ Author:
◦ Date:
◦ Authoritative: (yes or no?) (why or why not?)

DEVELOPING AN ANNOTATED BIBLIOGRAPHY

This section will help you develop an annotated bibliography.
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ANNOTATED BIBLIOGRAPHIES

Many professors ask you to write annotated bibliographies—bibliographic information about your primary sources
and a short description of each—as preparation for writing a paper. Often, these bibliographies are no more than
a page or two in length, but they are important because they force you to get your teeth into the source material
and they give your professor the opportunity to comment on your use of sources and suggest some that you may
have overlooked.

Style for Annotated Bibliographies

When you write an annotated bibliography for a course or in preparation for a thesis advisor, consider that the
professionalism of the product is a direct reflection of the quality of the paper that will result. Therefore, be
stylistically conscientious, following these tips:

• Begin by listing complete bibliographic information (author, year, source name, publisher, etc.) just as
you would on the References page at the end of a paper.

• Provide a sentence or two describing the contents of the source.
• Summarize the various relevant topic areas that the source discusses.
• Avoid vague phrasing and empty sentences. Weed out any generic sentences such as “This source is

very useful because it has tons of really good information.”
• Use present tense and future tense verbs to facilitate the immediacy of the information and the actual

future use of sources.
• Discuss the exact way that you will use the source (e.g., for background information, data, graphics, as a

bibliographic tool).
• Carefully judge the value of the source, considering, for example, its level of detail, bias, or the

timeliness of its data.
• Note if the source’s text or bibliography will lead you to other sources.
• Comment on anything that you find especially noteworthy about a source—is it controversial? definitive?

political? new?
• Format the annotated bibliography so that each description is clearly associated with the proper source.
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SAMPLE ANNOTATED BIBLIOGRAPHY

An excellent annotated bibliography by a geography student follows. Note how he takes advantage of all of the
stylistic advice offered on the previous page, and how the paper’s sections begin to take shape even in the source
descriptions. Note also that the writer’s tone is upbeat and informed. We get a strong sense that the writer cares
about the topic and will make it interesting to read about.

Sample Annotated Bibliography

“The Geography of American Graveyards”
by John Lerner

1) Jordan, Terry G. (1982). Texas Graveyards, A Cultural Legacy. Austin: University of Texas Press.
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Jordan offers an in-depth look at the hows and whys of Texas graveyards. He divides vernacular burial sites
into three categories: Mexican, German, and “Southern folk cemeteries.” His physical descriptions of
cemetery layout, inscriptions, grave markers, and the like are very detailed.

2) Meyer, Richard E., ed. (1989). Cemeteries and Gravemarkers, Voices of American Culture. Ann Arbor: UMI
Research Press.

Meyer’s book is a compilation of works concerning such topics as regional epitaphs, origins of Southern
cemeteries, the Afro-American section of a Rhode Island burial ground, and the use of bronze in memorials.

3) Sloane, David Charles (1991). The Last Great Necessity, Cemeteries in American History. Baltimore:
the Johns Hopkins University Press.

Sloane’s work will serve as my primary source of information. He has written a history of American
cemeteries in a cultural context concentrating on significant trends in their development. Sloane’s “Notes”
section will allow for easy access to other sources.

4) Weed, Howard Evarts (1912). Modern Park Cemeteries. Chicago: R.J. Haight.

Weed was a landscape architect and his work concentrates on how a cemetery should look. Weed offers
detailed descriptions of the physical layout of pre-20th century cemeteries.

5) Zelinsky, Wilbur (1994). “Gathering Places for America’s Dead,” The Professional Geographer. 46:1, 29-38.

Zelinsky’s article is an intriguing analysis of the spatial patterns of American cemeteries. He calculates and
maps the number of cemeteries by county across the country. He then seeks answers as to why there is
such a fluctuation in the number per square mile from one place to the next. Zelinsky’s bibliography led me
to Sloane’s work.
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HOW TO PREPARE AN ANNOTATED
BIBLIOGRAPHY

What is an Annotated Bibliography?

An annotated bibliography is a list of citations to books, articles, and documents. Each citation is followed by a
brief (usually about 150 words) descriptive and evaluative paragraph, the annotation. The purpose of the
annotation is to inform the reader of the relevance, accuracy, and quality of the sources cited.

Annotations vs. Abstracts

Abstracts are the purely descriptive summaries often found at the beginning of scholarly journal articles or in
periodical indexes. Annotations are descriptive and critical; they expose the author’s point of view, clarity and
appropriateness of expression, and authority.
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The Process

Creating an annotated bibliography calls for the application of a variety of intellectual skills: concise exposition,
succinct analysis, and informed library research.

First, locate and record citations to books, periodicals, and documents that may contain useful information and
ideas on your topic. Briefly examine and review the actual items. Then choose those works that provide a variety
of perspectives on your topic.

Cite the book, article, or document using the appropriate style.

Write a concise annotation that summarizes the central theme and scope of the book or article. Include one or
more sentences that (a) evaluate the authority or background of the author, (b) comment on the intended
audience, (c) compare or contrast this work with another you have cited, or (d) explain how this work illuminates
your bibliography topic.

Critically Appraising the Book, Article, or Document

Critically appraise and analyze the sources for your bibliography. For information on the author’s background and
views, ask at the reference desk for help finding appropriate biographical reference materials and book
review sources.

Choosing the Correct Format for the Citations

Check with your instructor to find out which style is preferred for your class.

Sample Annotated Bibliography Entry for a Journal Article

APA Example

The following example uses the APA format for the journal citation.

Waite, L. J., Goldschneider, F. K., & Witsberger, C. (1986). Nonfamily living and the erosion of traditional family
orientations among young adults. American Sociological Review, 51 (4), 541-554.

The authors, researchers at the Rand Corporation and Brown University, use data from the National
Longitudinal Surveys of Young Women and Young Men to test their hypothesis that nonfamily living by
young adults alters their attitudes, values, plans, and expectations, moving them away from their belief in
traditional sex roles. They find their hypothesis strongly supported in young females, while the effects were
fewer in studies of young males. Increasing the time away from parents before marrying increased
individualism, self-sufficiency, and changes in attitudes about families. In contrast, an earlier study by
Williams cited below shows no significant gender differences in sex role attitudes as a result of nonfamily
living.

MLA Example

This example uses the MLA format for the journal citation. NOTE: Standard MLA practice requires double spacing
within citations.

Waite, Linda J., Frances Kobrin Goldscheider, and Christina Witsberger. “Nonfamily Living and the Erosion of
Traditional Family Orientations Among Young Adults.” American Sociological Review 51.4 (1986): 541-554. Print.

The authors, researchers at the Rand Corporation and Brown University, use data from the National
Longitudinal Surveys of Young Women and Young Men to test their hypothesis that nonfamily living by
young adults alters their attitudes, values, plans, and expectations, moving them away from their belief in
traditional sex roles. They find their hypothesis strongly supported in young females, while the effects were
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fewer in studies of young males. Increasing the time away from parents before marrying increased
individualism, self-sufficiency, and changes in attitudes about families. In contrast, an earlier study by
Williams cited below shows no significant gender differences in sex role attitudes as a result of nonfamily
living.
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SAMPLE ASSIGNMENT: DEVELOP YOUR
ANNOTATED BIBLIOGRAPHY

Now that you have identified your primary and secondary resources, it is time to develop your annotated
bibliography.

Directions:

1. Using the skills you have learned about finding and evaluating sources, create an annotated bibliography for all
of the sources you have identified for your research topic so far.

2. As you continue your research, compile annotated entries for each new source that you identify.

3. Upload your annotated bibliography to the submission.

The content of this page is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution License (Links to an external site.)
except for any elements that may be licensed differently. The content of this page includes:
Content (Links to an external site.) created by Saylor Foundation under a Creative Commons Attribution License
(Links to an external site.)
Original content contributed by Lumen Learning
If you believe that a portion of this Open Course Framework infringes another’s copyright, contact us (Links to an
external site.).

Licensing & AttributionsLicensing & Attributions

CC licensed content, Shared previouslyCC licensed content, Shared previously

• ENGL002: English Composition II. Provided byProvided by: Saylor Academy. Located atLocated at: http://www.saylor.org/courses/engl002/. LicenseLicense: CC BY: Attribution

RESEARCH ASSESSMENT

This section will help you assess your research.
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SAMPLE ASSIGNMENT: REVIEWING AND
EVALUATING YOUR RESOURCES

After compiling your annotated bibliography, assess the reliability of your sources.

Directions:

1. Use what you learned from the annotated bibliography readings and practice to determine which of your
sources are reliable, which may need further corroboration, and which may not be suitable for use in your final
paper.

2. Note the status of each source and, if necessary, conduct further research to remedy any problems you find.
Revise your rough draft as necessary to reflect your findings.

3. Upload the source status for your research paper to the submission.
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MODULE 4: PUTTING YOUR SOURCE
MATERIAL TO WORK

INTRODUCTION TO PUTTING YOUR SOURCE
MATERIAL TO WORK

Many college research papers are structured primarily as arguments that are supported, at least in part, by
evidence gathered from outside sources. A major purpose of the Composition I course was to define written
arguments and to practice some techniques for developing them. To help clarify the close relationships between
research and argumentation, we will use the first part of this unit to review some of the basics of formulating
written arguments. As we do so, you will be able to explore the best techniques for putting research to work in
your writing, and we will analyze how these techniques support the fundamental requirements of successful
academic writing.

As we discuss the essential components, you should pay particular attention to how your research must support
your basic logical structure and rhetorical strategy. This unit will give you a chance to get a little more practice in
analyzing and developing written arguments.

You will spend some time investigating how various forms of research can support different writing strategies,
including literary analysis, discussions, and comparison-contrast strategies. You will get some more practice in
using research and analytical tools, and you will have an opportunity to update your paper if you think it needs it.

Before we begin the more rigorous practice of citation and style in Unit 4, we will take a more general look at how
to build quotations, paraphrases, and summaries into your work. You will be able to explore the best uses for all
of these forms of reference so that you can use your source material confidently without changing its meaning,
tone, or intent – or distorting your own.

At the end of the unit, you will use what you have learned to create a detailed outline that specifies what
resources you will use where and develop your arguments more fully.
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REVIEWING ARGUMENTS AND ACADEMIC
WRITING

This section will help you review arguments and compose academic writing.
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ARGUMENT

Read the following article, which explains what an argument is and why you need one in most of your academic
essays.

• Argument
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PERSUASION

Learning Objectives

1. Determine the purpose and structure of persuasion in writing.
2. Identify bias in writing.
3. Assess various rhetorical devices.
4. Distinguish between fact and opinion.
5. Understand the importance of visuals to strengthen arguments.
6. Write a persuasive essay.

The Purpose of Persuasive Writing

The purpose of persuasion in writing is to convince, motivate, or move readers toward a certain point of view, or
opinion. The act of trying to persuade automatically implies more than one opinion on the subject can be argued.

The idea of an argument often conjures up images of two people yelling and screaming in anger. In writing,
however, an argument is very different. An argument is a reasoned opinion supported and explained by evidence.
To argue in writing is to advance knowledge and ideas in a positive way. Written arguments often fail when they
employ ranting rather than reasoning.

Tip

Most of us feel inclined to try to win the arguments we engage in. On some level, we all want to be right, and we
want others to see the error of their ways. More times than not, however, arguments in which both sides try to win
end up producing losers all around. The more productive approach is to persuade your audience to consider your
opinion as a valid one, not simply the right one.

The Structure of a Persuasive Essay

The following five features make up the structure of a persuasive essay:

1. Introduction and thesis
2. Opposing and qualifying ideas
3. Strong evidence in support of claim
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4. Style and tone of language
5. A compelling conclusion

Creating an Introduction and Thesis

The persuasive essay begins with an engaging introduction that presents the general topic. The thesis typically
appears somewhere in the introduction and states the writer’s point of view.

Tip

Avoid forming a thesis based on a negative claim. For example, “The hourly minimum wage is not high enough for
the average worker to live on.” This is probably a true statement, but persuasive arguments should make a
positive case. That is, the thesis statement should focus on how the hourly minimum wage is low or insufficient.

Acknowledging Opposing Ideas and Limits to Your Argument

Because an argument implies differing points of view on the subject, you must be sure to acknowledge those
opposing ideas. Avoiding ideas that conflict with your own gives the reader the impression that you may be
uncertain, fearful, or unaware of opposing ideas. Thus it is essential that you not only address counterarguments
but also do so respectfully.

Try to address opposing arguments earlier rather than later in your essay. Rhetorically speaking, ordering your
positive arguments last allows you to better address ideas that conflict with your own, so you can spend the rest
of the essay countering those arguments. This way, you leave your reader thinking about your argument rather
than someone else’s. You have the last word.

Acknowledging points of view different from your own also has the effect of fostering more credibility between you
and the audience. They know from the outset that you are aware of opposing ideas and that you are not afraid to
give them space.

It is also helpful to establish the limits of your argument and what you are trying to accomplish. In effect, you are
conceding early on that your argument is not the ultimate authority on a given topic. Such humility can go a long
way toward earning credibility and trust with an audience. Audience members will know from the beginning that
you are a reasonable writer, and audience members will trust your argument as a result. For example, in the
following concessionary statement, the writer advocates for stricter gun control laws, but she admits it will not
solve all of our problems with crime:

Although tougher gun control laws are a powerful first step in decreasing violence in our streets, such legislation
alone cannot end these problems since guns are not the only problem we face.

Such a concession will be welcome by those who might disagree with this writer’s argument in the first place. To
effectively persuade their readers, writers need to be modest in their goals and humble in their approach to get
readers to listen to the ideas. See Table 10.5 “Phrases of Concession” for some useful phrases of concession.

Table 10.5 Phrases of Concession

although granted that

of course still

though yet

Exercise 1

Try to form a thesis for each of the following topics. Remember the more specific your thesis, the better.
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1. Foreign policy
2. Television and advertising
3. Stereotypes and prejudice
4. Gender roles and the workplace
5. Driving and cell phones

Collaboration

Please share with a classmate and compare your answers. Choose the thesis statement that most interests you
and discuss why.

Bias in Writing

Everyone has various biases on any number of topics. For example, you might have a bias toward wearing black
instead of brightly colored clothes or wearing jeans rather than formal wear. You might have a bias toward
working at night rather than in the morning, or working by deadlines rather than getting tasks done in advance.
These examples identify minor biases, of course, but they still indicate preferences and opinions.

Handling bias in writing and in daily life can be a useful skill. It will allow you to articulate your own points of view
while also defending yourself against unreasonable points of view. The ideal in persuasive writing is to let your
reader know your bias, but do not let that bias blind you to the primary components of good argumentation:
sound, thoughtful evidence and a respectful and reasonable address of opposing sides.

The strength of a personal bias is that it can motivate you to construct a strong argument. If you are invested in
the topic, you are more likely to care about the piece of writing. Similarly, the more you care, the more time and
effort you are apt to put forth and the better the final product will be.

The weakness of bias is when the bias begins to take over the essay—when, for example, you neglect opposing
ideas, exaggerate your points, or repeatedly insert yourself ahead of the subject by using I too often. Being aware
of all three of these pitfalls will help you avoid them.

The Use of I in Writing

The use of I in writing is often a topic of debate, and the acceptance of its usage varies from instructor to
instructor. It is difficult to predict the preferences for all your present and future instructors, but consider the effects
it can potentially have on your writing.

Be mindful of the use of I in your writing because it can make your argument sound overly biased. There are two
primary reasons:

1. Excessive repetition of any word will eventually catch the reader’s attention—and usually not in a good
way. The use of I is no different.

2. The insertion of I into a sentence alters not only the way a sentence might sound but also the
composition of the sentence itself. I is often the subject of a sentence. If the subject of the essay is
supposed to be, say, smoking, then by inserting yourself into the sentence, you are effectively displacing
the subject of the essay into a secondary position. In the following example, the subject of the sentence
is underlined:

Smoking is bad.

I think smoking is bad.

In the first sentence, the rightful subject, smoking, is in the subject position in the sentence. In the second
sentence, the insertion of I and think replaces smoking as the subject, which draws attention to I and away from
the topic that is supposed to be discussed. Remember to keep the message (the subject) and the messenger (the
writer) separate.
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Checklist

Developing Sound Arguments

Does my essay contain the following elements?

• An engaging introduction
• A reasonable, specific thesis that is able to be supported by evidence
• A varied range of evidence from credible sources
• Respectful acknowledgement and explanation of opposing ideas
• A style and tone of language that is appropriate for the subject and audience
• Acknowledgement of the argument’s limits
• A conclusion that will adequately summarize the essay and reinforce the thesis

Fact and Opinion

Facts are statements that can be definitely proven using objective data. The statement that is a fact is absolutely
valid. In other words, the statement can be pronounced as true or false. For example, 2 + 2 = 4. This expression
identifies a true statement, or a fact, because it can be proved with objective data.

Opinions are personal views, or judgments. An opinion is what an individual believes about a particular subject.
However, an opinion in argumentation must have legitimate backing; adequate evidence and credibility should
support the opinion. Consider the credibility of expert opinions. Experts in a given field have the knowledge and
credentials to make their opinion meaningful to a larger audience.

For example, you seek the opinion of your dentist when it comes to the health of your gums, and you seek the
opinion of your mechanic when it comes to the maintenance of your car. Both have knowledge and credentials in
those respective fields, which is why their opinions matter to you. But the authority of your dentist may be greatly
diminished should he or she offer an opinion about your car, and vice versa.

In writing, you want to strike a balance between credible facts and authoritative opinions. Relying on one or the
other will likely lose more of your audience than it gains.

Tip

The word prove is frequently used in the discussion of persuasive writing. Writers may claim that one piece of
evidence or another proves the argument, but proving an argument is often not possible. No evidence proves a
debatable topic one way or the other; that is why the topic is debatable. Facts can be proved, but opinions can
only be supported, explained, and persuaded.

Exercise 2

On a separate sheet of paper, take three of the theses you formed in Note 10.94 “Exercise 1”, and list the types of
evidence you might use in support of that thesis.

Exercise 3

Using the evidence you provided in support of the three theses in Note 10.100 “Exercise 2”, come up with at least
one counterargument to each. Then write a concession statement, expressing the limits to each of your three
arguments.

Using Visual Elements to Strengthen Arguments

Adding visual elements to a persuasive argument can often strengthen its persuasive effect. There are two main
types of visual elements: quantitative visuals and qualitative visuals.
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Quantitative visuals present data graphically. They allow the audience to see statistics spatially. The purpose of
using quantitative visuals is to make logical appeals to the audience. For example, sometimes it is easier to
understand the disparity in certain statistics if you can see how the disparity looks graphically. Bar graphs, pie
charts, Venn diagrams, histograms, and line graphs are all ways of presenting quantitative data in spatial
dimensions.

Qualitative visuals present images that appeal to the audience’s emotions. Photographs and pictorial images are
examples of qualitative visuals. Such images often try to convey a story, and seeing an actual example can carry
more power than hearing or reading about the example. For example, one image of a child suffering from
malnutrition will likely have more of an emotional impact than pages dedicated to describing that same condition
in writing.

Writing at Work

When making a business presentation, you typically have limited time to get across your idea. Providing visual
elements for your audience can be an effective timesaving tool. Quantitative visuals in business presentations
serve the same purpose as they do in persuasive writing. They should make logical appeals by showing
numerical data in a spatial design. Quantitative visuals should be pictures that might appeal to your audience’s
emotions. You will find that many of the rhetorical devices used in writing are the same ones used in the
workplace. For more information about visuals in presentations, see Chapter 14 “Creating Presentations: Sharing
Your Ideas”.

Writing a Persuasive Essay

Choose a topic that you feel passionate about. If your instructor requires you to write about a specific topic,
approach the subject from an angle that interests you. Begin your essay with an engaging introduction. Your
thesis should typically appear somewhere in your introduction.

Start by acknowledging and explaining points of view that may conflict with your own to build credibility and trust
with your audience. Also state the limits of your argument. This too helps you sound more reasonable and honest
to those who may naturally be inclined to disagree with your view. By respectfully acknowledging opposing
arguments and conceding limitations to your own view, you set a measured and responsible tone for the essay.

Make your appeals in support of your thesis by using sound, credible evidence. Use a balance of facts and
opinions from a wide range of sources, such as scientific studies, expert testimony, statistics, and personal
anecdotes. Each piece of evidence should be fully explained and clearly stated.

Make sure that your style and tone are appropriate for your subject and audience. Tailor your language and word
choice to these two factors, while still being true to your own voice.

Finally, write a conclusion that effectively summarizes the main argument and reinforces your thesis. See Chapter
15 “Readings: Examples of Essays” to read a sample persuasive essay.

Exercise 4

Choose one of the topics you have been working on throughout this section. Use the thesis, evidence, opposing
argument, and concessionary statement as the basis for writing a full persuasive essay. Be sure to include an
engaging introduction, clear explanations of all the evidence you present, and a strong conclusion.

Key Takeaways

• The purpose of persuasion in writing is to convince or move readers toward a certain point of view, or
opinion.

• An argument is a reasoned opinion supported and explained by evidence. To argue, in writing, is to
advance knowledge and ideas in a positive way.

• A thesis that expresses the opinion of the writer in more specific terms is better than one that is vague.
• It is essential that you not only address counterarguments but also do so respectfully.
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• It is also helpful to establish the limits of your argument and what you are trying to accomplish through a
concession statement.

• To persuade a skeptical audience, you will need to use a wide range of evidence. Scientific studies,
opinions from experts, historical precedent, statistics, personal anecdotes, and current events are all
types of evidence that you might use in explaining your point.

• Make sure that your word choice and writing style is appropriate for both your subject and your audience.
• You should let your reader know your bias, but do not let that bias blind you to the primary components

of good argumentation: sound, thoughtful evidence and respectfully and reasonably addressing
opposing ideas.

• You should be mindful of the use of I in your writing because it can make your argument sound more
biased than it needs to.

• Facts are statements that can be proven using objective data.
• Opinions are personal views, or judgments, that cannot be proven.
• In writing, you want to strike a balance between credible facts and authoritative opinions.
• Quantitative visuals present data graphically. The purpose of using quantitative visuals is to make logical

appeals to the audience.
• Qualitative visuals present images that appeal to the audience’s emotions.
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PERSUASIVE ESSAY

Learning Objective

1. Read an example of the persuasive rhetorical mode.

Universal Health Care Coverage for the United States

The United States is the only modernized Western nation that does not offer publicly funded health care to all its
citizens; the costs of health care for the uninsured in the United States are prohibitive, and the practices of
insurance companies are often more interested in profit margins than providing health care. These conditions are
incompatible with US ideals and standards, and it is time for the US government to provide universal health care
coverage for all its citizens. Like education, health care should be considered a fundamental right of all US
citizens, not simply a privilege for the upper and middle classes.

One of the most common arguments against providing universal health care coverage (UHC) is that it will cost too
much money. In other words, UHC would raise taxes too much. While providing health care for all US citizens
would cost a lot of money for every tax-paying citizen, citizens need to examine exactly how much money it would
cost, and more important, how much money is “too much” when it comes to opening up health care for all. Those
who have health insurance already pay too much money, and those without coverage are charged unfathomable
amounts. The cost of publicly funded health care versus the cost of current insurance premiums is unclear. In
fact, some Americans, especially those in lower income brackets, could stand to pay less than their current
premiums.

However, even if UHC would cost Americans a bit more money each year, we ought to reflect on what type of
country we would like to live in, and what types of morals we represent if we are more willing to deny health care
to others on the basis of saving a couple hundred dollars per year. In a system that privileges capitalism and
rugged individualism, little room remains for compassion and love. It is time that Americans realize the amorality
of US hospitals forced to turn away the sick and poor. UHC is a health care system that aligns more closely with
the core values that so many Americans espouse and respect, and it is time to realize its potential.

Another common argument against UHC in the United States is that other comparable national health care
systems, like that of England, France, or Canada, are bankrupt or rife with problems. UHC opponents claim that
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sick patients in these countries often wait in long lines or long wait lists for basic health care. Opponents also
commonly accuse these systems of being unable to pay for themselves, racking up huge deficits year after year.
A fair amount of truth lies in these claims, but Americans must remember to put those problems in context with
the problems of the current US system as well. It is true that people often wait to see a doctor in countries with
UHC, but we in the United States wait as well, and we often schedule appointments weeks in advance, only to
have onerous waits in the doctor’s “waiting rooms.”

Critical and urgent care abroad is always treated urgently, much the same as it is treated in the United States.
The main difference there, however, is cost. Even health insurance policy holders are not safe from the costs of
health care in the United States. Each day an American acquires a form of cancer, and the only effective
treatment might be considered “experimental” by an insurance company and thus is not covered. Without medical
coverage, the patient must pay for the treatment out of pocket. But these costs may be so prohibitive that the
patient will either opt for a less effective, but covered, treatment; opt for no treatment at all; or attempt to pay the
costs of treatment and experience unimaginable financial consequences. Medical bills in these cases can easily
rise into the hundreds of thousands of dollars, which is enough to force even wealthy families out of their homes
and into perpetual debt. Even though each American could someday face this unfortunate situation, many still
choose to take the financial risk. Instead of gambling with health and financial welfare, US citizens should press
their representatives to set up UHC, where their coverage will be guaranteed and affordable.

Despite the opponents’ claims against UHC, a universal system will save lives and encourage the health of all
Americans. Why has public education been so easily accepted, but not public health care? It is time for
Americans to start thinking socially about health in the same ways they think about education and police services:
as rights of US citizens.

Online Persuasive Essay Alternatives

Martin Luther King Jr. writes persuasively about civil disobedience in Letter from Birmingham Jail:

• http://www.stanford.edu/group/King/frequentdocs/birmingham.pdf
• http://web.cn.edu/kwheeler/documents/Letter_Birmingham_Jail.pdf
• http://www.oak-tree.us/stuff/King-Birmingham.pdf

Michael Levin argues The Case for Torture:

• http://people.brandeis.edu/~teuber/torture.html
• http://www.canyons.edu/departments/philosophy/levin.html

Alan Dershowitz argues The Case for Torture Warrants:

• http://www.alandershowitz.com/publications/docs/torturewarrants.html

Alisa Solomon argues The Case against Torture:

• http://www.villagevoice.com/2001-11-27/news/the-case-against-torture/1
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RESEARCH WRITING AND ARGUMENT

All Writing is Argumentative
This chapter is about rhetoric—the art of persuasion. Every time we write, we engage in argument. Through
writing, we try to persuade and influence our readers, either directly or indirectly. We work to get them to change
their minds, to do something, or to begin thinking in new ways. Therefore, every writer needs to know and be able
to use principles of rhetoric. The first step towards such knowledge is learning to see the argumentative nature of
all writing.

I have two goals in this chapter: to explain the term rhetoric and to give you some historical perspective on its
origins and development; and to demonstrate the importance of seeing research writing as a rhetorical,
persuasive activity.

As consumers of written texts, we are often tempted to divide writing into two categories: argumentative and non-
argumentative. According to this view, in order to be argumentative, writing must have the following qualities. It
has to defend a position in a debate between two or more opposing sides; it must be on a controversial topic; and
the goal of such writing must be to prove the correctness of one point of view over another.

On the other hand, this view goes, non-argumentative texts include narratives, descriptions, technical reports,
news stories, and so on. When deciding to which category a given piece of writing belongs, we sometimes look
for familiar traits of argument, such as the presence of a thesis statement, of “factual” evidence, and so on.

Research writing is often categorized as “non-argumentative.” This happens because of the way in which we
learn about research writing. Most of us do that through the traditional research report, the kind which focuses too
much on information-gathering and note cards and not enough on constructing engaging and interesting points of
view for real audiences. It is the gathering and compiling of information, and not doing something productive and
interesting with this information, that become the primary goals of this writing exercise. Generic research papers
are also often evaluated on the quantity and accuracy of external information that they gather, rather on the
persuasive impact they make and the interest they generate among readers.

Having written countless research reports, we begin to suspect that all research-based writing is non-
argumentative. Even when explicitly asked to construct a thesis statement and support it through researched
evidence, beginning writers are likely to pay more attention to such mechanics of research as finding the assigned
number and kind of sources and documenting them correctly, than to constructing an argument capable of
making an impact on the reader.

Arguments Aren’t Verbal Fights
We often have narrow concept of the word “argument.” In everyday life, argument often implies a confrontation, a
clash of opinions and personalities, or just a plain verbal fight. It implies a winner and a loser, a right side and a
wrong one. Because of this understanding of the word “argument,” the only kind of writing seen as argumentative
is the debate-like “position” paper, in which the author defends his or her point of view against other, usually
opposing points of view.

Such an understanding of argument is narrow because arguments come in all shapes and sizes. I invite you to
look at the term “argument” in a new way. What if we think of “argument” as an opportunity for conversation, for
sharing with others our point of view on something, for showing others our perspective of the world? What if we
see it as the opportunity to tell our stories, including our life stories? What if we think of “argument” as an
opportunity to connect with the points of view of others rather than defeating those points of view?

Some years ago, I heard a conference speaker define argument as the opposite of “beating your audience into
rhetorical submission.” I still like that definition because it implies gradual and even gentle explanation and
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persuasion instead of coercion. It implies effective use of details, and stories, including emotional ones. It implies
the understanding of argument as an explanation of one’s world view.

Arguments then, can be explicit and implicit, or implied. Explicit arguments contain noticeable and definable thesis
statements and lots of specific proofs. Implicit arguments, on the other hand, work by weaving together facts and
narratives, logic and emotion, personal experiences and statistics. Unlike explicit arguments, implicit ones do not
have a one-sentence thesis statement. Instead, authors of implicit arguments use evidence of many different
kinds in effective and creative ways to build and convey their point of view to their audience. Research is essential
for creative effective arguments of both kinds.

To consider the many types and facets of written argumentation, consider the following exploration activity.

Writing Activity: Analyzing Writing Situations

• Working individually or in small groups, consider the following writing situations. Are these situations
opportunities for argumentative writing? If so, what elements of argument do you see? Use your
experience as a reader and imagine the kinds of published texts that might result from these writing
situations. Apply the ideas about argument mentioned so far in this chapter, including the “explicit” and
“implicit” arguments

• A group of scientists develops a hypothesis and conducts a series of experiments to test it. After
obtaining the results from those experiments, they decide to publish their findings in a scientific journal.
However, the data can be interpreted in two ways. The authors can use a long-standing theory with
which most of his colleagues agree. But they can also use a newer and more ambitious theory on which
there is no consensus in the field, but which our authors believe to be more comprehensive and up-to-
date. Using different theories will produce different interpretations of the data and different pieces of
writing. Are both resulting texts arguments? Why or why not?

• An author wants to write a memoir. She is particularly interested in her relationship with her parents as a
teenager. In order to focus on that period of her life, she decides to omit other events and time periods
from the memoir. The finished text is a combination of stories, reflections, and facts. This text does not
have a clear thesis statement or proofs. Could this “selective” memory” writing be called an argument?
What are the reasons for your decision?

• A travel writer who is worried about global warming goes to Antarctica and observes the melting of the
ice there. Using her observations, interviews with scientists, and secondary research, she then prepares
an article about her trip for The National Geographic magazine or a similar publication. Her piece does
not contain a one-sentence thesis statement or a direct call to fight global warming. At the same time,
her evidence suggests that ice in the Arctic melts faster than it used to. Does this writer engage in
argument? Why or why not? What factors influenced your decision?

• A novelist writes a book based on the events of the American Civil War. He recreates historical
characters from archival research, but adds details, descriptions, and other characters to his book that
are not necessarily historic. The resulting novel is in the genre known as “historical fiction.” Like all works
of fiction, the book does not have a thesis statement or explicit proofs. It does, however, promote a
certain view of history, some of which is based on the author’s research and some—on his imagination
and creative license. Is this a representation of history, an argument, or a combination of both? Why or
why not?

You can probably think of many more examples when argument in writing is expressed through means other than
the traditional thesis statement and proofs. As you work through this book, continue to think about the nature of
argument in writing and discuss it with your classmates and your instructor.

Definitions of Rhetoric and the Rhetorical Situation
The art of creating effective arguments is explained and systematized by a discipline called rhetoric. Writing is
about making choices, and knowing the principles of rhetoric allows a writer to make informed choices about
various aspects of the writing process. Every act of writing takes places in a specific rhetorical situation. The three
most basic and important components of a rhetorical situations are:

• Purpose of writing
• Intended audience,
• Occasion, or context in which the text will be written and read
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These factors help writers select their topics, arrange their material, and make other important decisions about
their work.

Before looking closely at different definitions and components of rhetoric, let us try to understand what rhetoric is
not. In recent years, the word “rhetoric” has developed a bad reputation in American popular culture. In the
popular mind, the term “rhetoric” has come to mean something negative and deceptive. Open a newspaper or
turn on the television, and you are likely to hear politicians accusing each other of “too much rhetoric and not
enough substance.” According to this distorted view, rhetoric is verbal fluff, used to disguise empty or even
deceitful arguments.

Examples of this misuse abound. Here are some examples.

A 2003 CNN news article “North Korea Talks On Despite Rhetoric” describes the decision by the international
community to continue the talks with North Korea about its nuclear arms program despite what the author sees as
North Koreans’ “rhetorical blast” at a US official taking part in the talks. The implication here is that that, by
verbally attacking the US official, the North Koreans attempted to hide the lack of substance in their argument.
The word “rhetoric” in this context implies a strategy to deceive or distract.

Another example is the title of the now-defunct political website “Spinsanity: Countering Rhetoric with Reason.”
The website’s authors state that “engaged citizenry, active press and strong network of
fact-checking websites and blogs can help turn the tide of deception
that we now see.” (http://www.spinsanity.org). What this statement implies, of course, is that rhetoric is “spin” and
that it is the opposite of truth.

Here, perhaps, is the most interesting example. The author of the video below, posted on Youtube, is clearly
dissatisfied with the abundance of “rhetoric” in Barack Obama’s 2008 campaign for the White House.

Watch this video online: https://youtu.be/O6hdQtVGV_A

What is interesting about this clip is that its author does not seem to realize that she is engaging in rhetoric as she
is criticizing the term. She has a purpose, which is to question Obama’s credentials; she is addressing an
audience which consists of people who are perhaps considering voting for Obama; finally, she is creating her
video in a very real context of the heated battle between Senators Obama and Clinton for the Presidential
nomination of the Democratic Party.

Rhetoric is not a dirty trick used by politicians to conceal and obscure, but an art, which, for many centuries, has
had many definitions. Perhaps the most popular and overreaching definition comes to us from the Ancient Greek
thinker Aristotle. Aristotle defined rhetoric as “the faculty of observing in any given case
the available means of persuasion” (Ch.2). Aristotle saw primarily as a practical tool, indispensable for civic
discourse.

Elements of the Rhetorical Situation
When composing, every writer must take into account the conditions under which the writing is produced and will
be read. It is customary to represent the three key elements of the rhetorical situation as a triangle of writer,
reader, and text, or, as “communicator,” “audience,” and “message.”

The three elements of the rhetorical situation are in a constant and dynamic interrelation. All three are also
necessary for communication through writing to take place. For example, if the writer is taken out of this equation,
the text will not be created. Similarly, eliminating the text itself will leave us with the reader and writer, but without
any means of conveying ideas between them, and so on.

Moreover, changing on or more characteristics of any of the elements depicted in the figure above will change the
other elements as well. For example, with the change in the beliefs and values of the audience, the message will
also likely change to accommodate those new beliefs, and so on.

In his discussion of rhetoric, Aristotle states that writing’s primary purpose is persuasion. Other ancient
rhetoricians’ theories expand the scope of rhetoric by adding new definitions, purposes, and methods. For
example, another Greek philosopher and rhetorician Plato saw rhetoric as a means of discovering the truth,
including personal truth, through dialog and discussion. According to Plato, rhetoric can be directed outward (at

135135

http://www.cnn.com/2003/WORLD/asiapcf/east/08/03/nkorea.talks/index.html?iref=newssearch
http://www.spinsanity.org/
http://www.spinsanity.org/
https://youtu.be/O6hdQtVGV_A


readers or listeners), or inward (at the writer him or herself). In the latter case, the purpose of rhetoric is to help
the author discover something important about his or her own experience and life.

The third major rhetorical school of Ancient Greece whose views have profoundly influenced our understanding of
rhetoric were the Sophists. The Sophists were teachers of rhetoric for hire. The primary goal of their activities was
to teach skills and strategies for effective speaking and writing. Many Sophists claimed that they could make
anyone into an effective rhetorician. In their most extreme variety, Sophistic rhetoric claims that virtually anything
could be proven if the rhetorician has the right skills. The legacy of Sophistic rhetoric is controversial. Some
scholars, including Plato himself, have accused the Sophists of bending ethical standards in order to achieve their
goals, while others have praised them for promoting democracy and civic participation through argumentative
discourse.

What do these various definitions of rhetoric have to do with research writing? Everything! If you have ever had
trouble with a writing assignment, chances are it was because you could not figure out the assignment’s purpose.
Or, perhaps you did not understand very well whom your writing was supposed to appeal to. It is hard to commit
to purposeless writing done for no one in particular.

Research is not a very useful activity if it is done for its own sake. If you think of a situation in your own life where
you had to do any kind of research, you probably
had a purpose that the research helped you to accomplish. You could, for example, have been considering buying
a car and wanted to know which make and model would suite you best. Or, you could have been looking for an
apartment to rent and wanted to get the best deal for your money. Or, perhaps your family was planning a
vacation and researched the best deals on hotels, airfares, and rental cars. Even in these simple examples of
research that are far simpler than research
most writers conduct, you as a researcher were guided by some overriding purpose. You researched because
you had a purpose to accomplish.

How to Approach Writing Tasks Rhetorically
The three main elements of rhetorical theory are purpose, audience, and ocassion. We will look at these elements
primarily through the lens of Classical Rhetoric, the rhetoric of Ancient Greece and Rome. Principles of classical
rhetoric (albeit some of them modified) are widely accepted across the modern Western civilization. Classical
rhetoric provides a solid framework for analysis and production of effective texts in a variety of situations.

Purpose

Good writing always serves a purpose. Texts are created to persuade, entertain, inform, instruct, and so on. In a
real writing situation, these discrete purposes are often combined.

Writing Activity: Analyzing Purpose

Recall any text you wrote, in or outside of school. Think not only of school papers, but also of letters to relatives
and friends, e-mails, shopping lists, online postings, and so on. Consider the following questions.

• Was the purpose of the writing well defined for you in the assignment, or did you have to define it
yourself?

• What did you have to do in order to understand or create your purpose?
• Did you have trouble articulating and fulfilling your writing purpose?

Be sure to record your answers and share them with your classmates and/or instructor.

Audience

The second key element of the rhetorical approach to writing is audience-awareness. As you saw from the
rhetorical triangle earlier in this chapter, readers are an indispensable part of the rhetorical equation, and it is
essential for every writer to understand their audience and tailor his or her message to the audience’s needs.
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The key principles that every writer needs to follow in order to reach and affect his or her audience are as follows:

• Have a clear idea about who your readers will be.
• Understand your readers’ previous experiences, knowledge, biases, and expectations and how these

factors can influence their reception of your argument.
• When writing, keep in mind not only those readers who are physically present or whom you know (your

classmates and instructor), but all readers who would benefit from or be influenced by your argument.
• Choose a style, tone, and medium of presentation appropriate for your intended audience.

Writing Activity: Analyzing Audience

Every writer needs to consider his or her audience carefully when writing. Otherwise, you writing will be directed
at no one in particular. As a result, your purpose will become unclear and your work will lose its effectiveness.

Consider any recent writing task that you faced. As with all the exploration activities included in this chapter, do
not limit yourself to school writing assignments. Include letters, e-mails, notes, and any other kinds of writing you
may do.

• Did you have a clearly defined audience?
• If not, what measures did you take to define and understand your audience?
• How did you know who your readers were?
• Did your writing purpose fit what your intended audience needed or wanted to hear?
• What were the best ways to appeal to your audience (both logical and emotional)?
• How did your decision to use or not to use external research influence the reception of your argument by

your audience?

Occasion

Occasion is an important part of the rhetorical situation. It is a part of the writing context that was mentioned
earlier in the chapter. Writers do not work in a vacuum. Instead, the content, form and reception of their work by
readers are heavily influenced by the conditions in society as well as by personal situations of their readers.
These conditions in which texts are created and read affect every aspect of writing and every stage of the writing
process, from topic selection, to decisions about what kinds of arguments used and their arrangement, to the
writing style, voice, and persona which the writer wishes to project in his or her writing. All elements of the
rhetorical situation work together in a dynamic relationship. Therefore, awareness of rhetorical occasion and other
elements of the context of your writing will also help you refine your purpose and understand your audience
better. Similarly having a clear purpose in mind when writing and knowing your audience will help you understand
the context in which you are writing and in which your work will be read better.

One aspect of writing where you can immediately benefit from understanding occasion and using it to your
rhetorical advantage is the selection of topics for your compositions. Any topic can be good or bad, and a key
factor in deciding on whether it fits the occasion. In order to understand whether a particular topic is suitable for a
composition, it is useful to analyze whether the composition would address an issue, or a rhetorical exigency
when created. The writing activity below can help you select topics and issues for written arguments.

Writing Activity: Analyzing Rhetorical Exigency

• If you are considering a topic for a paper, think whether the paper would address a specific problem or
issue. In other words, will it address a real exigency, something that needs to be solved or discussed?

• Who are the people with interests and stakes in the problem?
• What are your limitations? Can you hope to solve the problem once and for all, or should your goals be

more modest? Why or why not?

Share your results with your classmates and instructor.

To understand how writers can study and use occasion in order to make effective arguments, let us examine
another ancient rhetorical concept. Kairos is one of the most fascinating terms from Classical rhetoric. It signifies
the right, or opportune moment for an argument to be made. It is such a moment or time when the subject of the
argument is particularly urgent or important and when audiences are more likely to be persuaded by it. Ancient
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rhetoricians believed that if the moment for the argument is right, for instance if there are conditions in society
which would make the audience more receptive to the argument, the rhetorician would have more success
persuading such an audience.

For example, as I write this text, a heated debate about the war on terrorism and about the goals and methods of
this war is going on in the US. It is also the year of the Presidential Election, and political candidates try to use the
war on terrorism to their advantage when they debate each other. These are topics of high public interested, with
print media, television, radio, and the Internet constantly discussing them. Because there is an enormous public
interest in the topic of terrorism, well-written articles and reports on the subject will not fall on deaf ears. Simply
put, the moment, or occasion, for the debate is right, and it will continue until public interest in the subject
weakens or disappears.

Rhetorical Appeals
In order to persuade their readers, writers must use three types of proofs or rhetorical appeals. They are logos, or
logical appeal; pathos, or emotional appeal; and ethos, or ethical appeal, or appeal based on the character and
credibility of the author. It is easy to notice that modern words “logical,” “pathetic,” and “ethical” are derived from
those Greek words. In his work Rhetoric, Aristotle writes that the three appeals must be used together in every
piece of persuasive discourse. An argument based on the appeal to logic, or emotions alone will not be an
effective one.

Understanding how logos, pathos, and ethos should work together is very important for writers wh use research.
Often, research writing assignment are written in a way that seems to emphasize logical proofs over emotional or
ethical ones. Such logical proofs in research papers typically consist of factual information, statistics, examples,
and other similar evidence. According to this view, writers of academic papers need to be unbiased and objective,
and using logical proofs will help them to be that way.

Because of this emphasis on logical proofs, you may be less familiar with the kinds of pathetic and ethical proofs
available to you. Pathetic appeals, or appeals to emotions of the audience were considered by ancient
rhetoricians as important as logical proofs. Yet, writers are sometimes not easily convinced to use pathetic
appeals in their writing. As modern rhetoricians and authors of the influential book Classical Rhetoric for the
Modern Student (1998), Edward P.J. Corbett and Robert Connors said, “People are rather sheepish about
acknowledging that their opinions can be affected by their emotions” (86). According to Corbett, many of us think
that there may be something wrong about using emotions in argument. But, I agree with Corbett and Connors,
pathetic proofs are not only admissible in argument, but necessary (86-89). The most basic way of evoking
appropriate emotional responses in your audience, according to Corbett, is the use of vivid descriptions (94).

Using ethical appeals, or appeals based on the character of the writer, involves establishing and maintaining your
credibility in the eyes of your readers. In other words, when writing, think about how you are presenting yourself to
your audience. Do you give your readers enough reasons to trust you and your argument, or do you give them
reasons to doubt your authority and your credibility? Consider all the times when your decision about the merits of
a given argument was affected by the person or people making the argument. For example, when watching
television news, are you predisposed against certain cable networks and more inclined towards others because
you trust them more?

So, how can a writer establish a credible persona for his or her audience? One way to do that is through external
research. Conducting research and using it well in your writing help with you with the factual proofs (logos), but it
also shows your readers that you, as the author, have done your homework and know what you are talking about.
This knowledge, the sense of your authority that this creates among your readers, will help you be a more
effective writer.

The logical, pathetic, and ethical appeals work in a dynamic combination with one another. It is sometimes hard to
separate one kind of proof from another and the methods by which the writer achieved the desired rhetorical
effect. If your research contains data which is likely to cause your readers to be emotional, it data can enhance
the pathetic aspect of your argument. The key to using the three appeals, is to use them in combination with each
other, and in moderation. It is impossible to construct a successful argument by relying too much on one or two
appeals while neglecting the others.
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Consider two recent examples of fairly ineffective use of the three appeals. In the beginning of April 2008, two
candidates for the Democratic Party’s presidential nomination, Senators Hillary Clinton and Barack Obama began
airing campaign television ads in Pennsylvania ahead of their party’s primary presidential election in that state.
You can see both ads below.

Watch this video online: https://youtu.be/uCQBYsoo_mc

Clinton’s ad is called “Scranton” and it is very heavy of pathos, or emotional appeal. It invokes very warm
childhood memories which, the ad’s creators hoped, would show Senator Clinton’s “softer side” thus persuading
more people to vote for her. The purpose of the ad is to stir emotion, and it does it rather well. The problem with
this approach is, however, that it does not tell voters much about the concrete steps and activities Senator Clinton
would undertake if elected. The ad is rather thin on the logical appeal, and this, in turn, affects Clinton’s ethos or
credibility.

Barack Obama’s ad is called “One Voice,” and is calling on his supporters to “change the world.”

Watch this video online: https://youtu.be/AO_TfQ6hiXk

While this is certainly a worthy cause, it is not clear from this ad how exactly Senator Obama intends to change
the world should he be elected. The reason for this lack of clarity is the heavy emphasis on the pathetic appeal at
the expense of logos. If you followed the presidential campaign of 2008, you would know that the call for change
which is so clear in this ad was Obama’s main slogan, a statement than became a large part of his ethos, or
persona as a politician and as a rhetorician. This ad succeeds in highlighting that part of Obama’s political
persona once again while, probably intentionally, under-emphasizing logos.

Research Writing as Conversation
Writing is a social process. Texts are created to be read by others, and in creating those texts, writers should be
aware of not only their personal assumptions, biases, and tastes, but also those of their readers. Writing,
therefore, is an interactive process. It is a conversation, a meeting of minds, during which ideas are exchanged,
debates and discussions take place and, sometimes, but not always, consensus is reached. You may be familiar
with the famous quote by the 20th century rhetorician Kenneth Burke who compared writing to a conversation at a
social event. In his 1974 book The Philosophy of Literary Form Burke writes,

Imagine that you enter a parlor. You come late. When you arrive, others have long preceded you, and they
are engaged in a heated discussion, a discussion too heated for them to pause and tell you exactly what it is
about. In fact, the discussion had already begun long before any of them got there, so that no one present is
qualified to retrace for you all the steps that had gone before. You listen for a while, until you decide that you
have caught the tenor of the argument; then you put in your oar. Someone answers; you answer him,
another comes to your defense; another aligns himself against you, to either the embarrassment of
gratification of your opponent, depending upon the quality of your ally’s assistance. However, the discussion
is interminable. The hour grows late, you must depart. And you do depart, with the discussion still vigorously
in progress (110-111).

This passage by Burke is extremely popular among writers because it captures the interactive nature of writing so
precisely. Reading Burke’s words carefully, we will notice that the interaction between readers and writers is
continuous. A writer always enters a conversation in progress. In order to participate in the discussion, just like in
real life, you need to know what your interlocutors have been talking about. So you listen (read). Once you feel
you have got the drift of the conversation, you say (write) something. Your text is read by others who respond to
your ideas, stories, and arguments with their own. This interaction never ends!

To write well, it is important to listen carefully and understand the conversations that are going on around you.
Writers who are able to listen to these conversations and pick up important topics, themes, and arguments are
generally more effective at reaching and impressing their audiences. It is also important to treat research, writing,
and every occasion for these activities as opportunities to participate in the on-going conversation of people
interested in the same topics and questions which interest you.

Our knowledge about our world is shaped by the best and most up-to-date theories available to them. Sometimes
these theories can be experimentally tested and proven, and sometimes, when obtaining such proof is
impossible, they are based on consensus reached as a result of conversation and debate. Even the theories and
knowledge that can be experimentally tested (for example in sciences) do not become accepted knowledge until
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most members of the scientific community accept them. Other members of this community will help them test their
theories and hypotheses, give them feedback on their writing, and keep them searching for the best answers to
their questions. As Burke says in his famous passage, the interaction between the members of intellectual
communities never ends. No piece of writing, no argument, no theory or discover is ever final. Instead, they all are
subject to discussion, questioning, and improvement.

A simple but useful example of this process is the evolution of humankind’s understanding of their planet Earth
and its place in the Universe. As you know, in Medieval Europe, the prevailing theory was that the Earth was the
center of the Universe and that all other planets and the Sun rotated around it. This theory was the result of the
church’s teachings, and thinkers who disagreed with it were pronounced heretics and often burned. In 1543,
astronomer Nikolaus Kopernikus argued that the Sun was at the center of the solar system and that all planets of
the system rotate around the Sun. Later, Galieo experimentally proved Kopernikus’ theory with the help of a
telescope. Of course, the Earch did not begin to rotate around the Sun with this discovery. Yet, Kopernikus’ and
Galileo’s theories of the Universe went against the Catholic Church’s teachings which dominated the social
discourse of Medieval Europe. The Inquisition did not engage in debate with the two scientists. Instead,
Kopernikus was executed for his views and Galileo was sentenced to house arrest for his views.

Although in the modern world, dissenting thinkers are unlikely to suffer such harsh punishment, the examples of
Kopernikus and Galileo teach us two valuable lessons about the social nature of knowledge. Firstly, Both
Kopernikus and Galileo tried to improve on an existing theory of the Universe that placed our planet at the center.
They did not work from nothing but used beliefs that already existed in their society and tried to modify and
disprove those beliefs. Time and later scientific research proved that they were right. Secondly, even after Galileo
was able to prove the structure of the Solar system experimentally, his theory did not become widely accepted
until the majority of people in society assimilated it. Therefore, new findings do not become accepted knowledge
until they penetrate the fabric of social discourse and until enough people accept them as true.

Writing Activity: Finding the Origins of Knowledge

• Seeing writing as an exchange of ideas means seeing all new theories, ideas, and beliefs as grounded in
pre-existing knowledge. Therefore, when beginning a new writing project, writers never work “from
scratch.” Instead, they tap into the resources of their community for ideas, inspiration, and research
leads. Keeping these statements in mind, answer the following questions. Apply your answers to one of
the research projects described in this book. Be sure to record your answers.

• Consider a possible research project topic. What do you know about your topic before you begin to
write?

• Where did this knowledge come from? Be sure to include both secondary sources (books, websites,
etc.) and primary ones (people, events, personal memories). Is this knowledge socially created? What
communities or groups or people created it, how, and why?

• What parts of your current knowledge about your subject could be called “fact” and what parts could be
called “opinion?”

• How can your current knowledge about the topic help you in planning and conducting the research for
the project?

Share your thoughts with your classmates and instructor.

Conclusions
In this chapter, we have learned the definition of rhetoric and the basic differences between several important
rhetorical schools. We have also discussed how to key elements of the rhetorical situation: purpose, audience,
and context. As you work on the research writing projects presented throughout this book, be sure to revisit this
chapter often. Everything that you have read about here and every activity you have completed as you worked
through this chapter is applicable to all research writing projects in this book and beyond. Most school writing
assignments give you direct instructions about your purpose, intended audience, and rhetorical occasion. Truly
proficient and independent writers, however, learn to define their purpose, audiences, and contexts of their
writing, on their own. The material in this chapter is designed to enable to become better at those tasks.
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When you receive a writing assignment, it is very tempting to see it as just another hoop to jump through and not
as a genuine rhetorical situation, an opportunity to influence others with your writing. It is certainly tempting to see
yourself writing only for the teacher, without a real purpose and oblivious of the context of your writing.

The material of this chapter as well as the writing projects presented throughout this book are designed to help
you think of writing as a persuasive, rhetorical activity. Conducting research and incorporating its results into your
paper is a part of this rhetorical process.
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ORGANIZING YOUR ARGUMENTS

This section will help you organize your arguments.

DEVELOPING A STRONG, CLEAR THESIS
STATEMENT

Learning Objectives
1. Develop a strong, clear thesis statement with the proper elements.
2. Revise your thesis statement.

Have you ever known a person who was not very good at telling stories? You probably had trouble following his
train of thought as he jumped around from point to point, either being too brief in places that needed further
explanation or providing too many details on a meaningless element. Maybe he told the end of the story first, then
moved to the beginning and later added details to the middle. His ideas were probably scattered, and the story did
not flow very well. When the story was over, you probably had many questions.

Just as a personal anecdote can be a disorganized mess, an essay can fall into the same trap of being out of
order and confusing. That is why writers need a thesis statement to provide a specific focus for their essay and to
organize what they are about to discuss in the body.

Just like a topic sentence summarizes a single paragraph, the thesis statement summarizes an entire essay. It
tells the reader the point you want to make in your essay, while the essay itself supports that point. It is like a
signpost that signals the essay’s destination. You should form your thesis before you begin to organize an essay,
but you may find that it needs revision as the essay develops.

Elements of a Thesis Statement

For every essay you write, you must focus on a central idea. This idea stems from a topic you have chosen or
been assigned or from a question your teacher has asked. It is not enough merely to discuss a general topic or
simply answer a question with a yes or no. You have to form a specific opinion, and then articulate that into a
controlling idea—the main idea upon which you build your thesis.

Remember that a thesis is not the topic itself, but rather your interpretation of the question or subject. For
whatever topic your professor gives you, you must ask yourself, “What do I want to say about it?” Asking and then
answering this question is vital to forming a thesis that is precise, forceful and confident.

A thesis is one sentence long and appears toward the end of your introduction. It is specific and focuses on one to
three points of a single idea—points that are able to be demonstrated in the body. It forecasts the content of the
essay and suggests how you will organize your information. Remember that a thesis statement does not
summarize an issue but rather dissects it.
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A Strong Thesis Statement

A strong thesis statement contains the following qualities.

Specificity.Specificity. A thesis statement must concentrate on a specific area of a general topic. As you may recall, the
creation of a thesis statement begins when you choose a broad subject and then narrow down its parts until you
pinpoint a specific aspect of that topic. For example, health care is a broad topic, but a proper thesis statement
would focus on a specific area of that topic, such as options for individuals without health care coverage.

Precision.Precision. A strong thesis statement must be precise enough to allow for a coherent argument and to remain
focused on the topic. If the specific topic is options for individuals without health care coverage, then your precise
thesis statement must make an exact claim about it, such as that limited options exist for those who are uninsured
by their employers. You must further pinpoint what you are going to discuss regarding these limited effects, such
as whom they affect and what the cause is.

Ability to be argued.Ability to be argued. A thesis statement must present a relevant and specific argument. A factual statement often
is not considered arguable. Be sure your thesis statement contains a point of view that can be supported with
evidence.

Ability to be demonstrated.Ability to be demonstrated. For any claim you make in your thesis, you must be able to provide reasons and
examples for your opinion. You can rely on personal observations in order to do this, or you can consult outside
sources to demonstrate that what you assert is valid. A worthy argument is backed by examples and details.

Forcefulness.Forcefulness. A thesis statement that is forceful shows readers that you are, in fact, making an argument. The
tone is assertive and takes a stance that others might oppose.

Confidence.Confidence. In addition to using force in your thesis statement, you must also use confidence in your claim.
Phrases such as I feel or I believe actually weaken the readers’ sense of your confidence because these phrases
imply that you are the only person who feels the way you do. In other words, your stance has insufficient backing.
Taking an authoritative stance on the matter persuades your readers to have faith in your argument and open
their minds to what you have to say.

Tip

Even in a personal essay that allows the use of first person, your thesis should not contain phrases such as in my
opinion or I believe. These statements reduce your credibility and weaken your argument. Your opinion is more
convincing when you use a firm attitude.

Exercise 1

On a separate sheet of paper, write a thesis statement for each of the following topics. Remember to make each
statement specific, precise, demonstrable, forceful and confident.

Topics

• Texting while driving
• The legal drinking age in the United States
• Steroid use among professional athletes
• Abortion
• Racism

Examples of Appropriate Thesis Statements

Each of the following thesis statements meets several of the following requirements:

• Specificity
• Precision
• Ability to be argued
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• Ability to be demonstrated
• Forcefulness
• Confidence

1. The societal and personal struggles of Troy Maxon in the play Fences symbolize the challenge of black
males who lived through segregation and integration in the United States.

2. Closing all American borders for a period of five years is one solution that will tackle illegal immigration.
3. Shakespeare’s use of dramatic irony in Romeo and Juliet spoils the outcome for the audience and

weakens the plot.
4. J. D. Salinger’s character in Catcher in the Rye, Holden Caulfield, is a confused rebel who voices his

disgust with phonies, yet in an effort to protect himself, he acts like a phony on many occasions.
5. Compared to an absolute divorce, no-fault divorce is less expensive, promotes fairer settlements, and

reflects a more realistic view of the causes for marital breakdown.
6. Exposing children from an early age to the dangers of drug abuse is a sure method of preventing future

drug addicts.
7. In today’s crumbling job market, a high school diploma is not significant enough education to land a

stable, lucrative job.

Tip

You can find thesis statements in many places, such as in the news; in the opinions of friends, coworkers or
teachers; and even in songs you hear on the radio. Become aware of thesis statements in everyday life by paying
attention to people’s opinions and their reasons for those opinions. Pay attention to your own everyday thesis
statements as well, as these can become material for future essays.

Now that you have read about the contents of a good thesis statement and have seen examples, take a look at
the pitfalls to avoid when composing your own thesis:

• A thesis is weak when it is simply a declaration of your subject or a description of what you will discuss in
your essay.Weak thesis statement:Weak thesis statement: My paper will explain why imagination is more important than
knowledge.

• A thesis is weak when it makes an unreasonable or outrageous claim or insults the opposing side.WeakWeak
thesis statement:thesis statement: Religious radicals across America are trying to legislate their Puritanical beliefs by
banning required high school books.

• A thesis is weak when it contains an obvious fact or something that no one can disagree with or provides
a dead end.Weak thesis statement:Weak thesis statement: Advertising companies use sex to sell their products.

• A thesis is weak when the statement is too broad.Weak thesis statement:Weak thesis statement: The life of Abraham Lincoln
was long and challenging.

Exercise 2

Read the following thesis statements. On a separate piece of paper, identify each as weak or strong. For those
that are weak, list the reasons why. Then revise the weak statements so that they conform to the requirements of
a strong thesis.

1. The subject of this paper is my experience with ferrets as pets.
2. The government must expand its funding for research on renewable energy resources in order to

prepare for the impending end of oil.
3. Edgar Allan Poe was a poet who lived in Baltimore during the nineteenth century.
4. In this essay, I will give you lots of reasons why slot machines should not be legalized in Baltimore.
5. Despite his promises during his campaign, President Kennedy took few executive measures to support

civil rights legislation.
6. Because many children’s toys have potential safety hazards that could lead to injury, it is clear that not

all children’s toys are safe.
7. My experience with young children has taught me that I want to be a disciplinary parent because I

believe that a child without discipline can be a parent’s worst nightmare.

144144



Writing at Work

Often in your career, you will need to ask your boss for something through an e-mail. Just as a thesis statement
organizes an essay, it can also organize your e-mail request. While your e-mail will be shorter than an essay,
using a thesis statement in your first paragraph quickly lets your boss know what you are asking for, why it is
necessary, and what the benefits are. In short body paragraphs, you can provide the essential information needed
to expand upon your request.

Thesis Statement Revision

Your thesis will probably change as you write, so you will need to modify it to reflect exactly what you have
discussed in your essay. Remember from Chapter 8 “The Writing Process: How Do I Begin?” that your thesis
statement begins as a working thesis statement, an indefinite statement that you make about your topic early in
the writing process for the purpose of planning and guiding your writing.

Working thesis statements often become stronger as you gather information and form new opinions and reasons
for those opinions. Revision helps you strengthen your thesis so that it matches what you have expressed in the
body of the paper.

Tip

The best way to revise your thesis statement is to ask questions about it and then examine the answers to those
questions. By challenging your own ideas and forming definite reasons for those ideas, you grow closer to a more
precise point of view, which you can then incorporate into your thesis statement.

Ways to Revise Your Thesis

You can cut down on irrelevant aspects and revise your thesis by taking the following steps:

1. Pinpoint and replace all nonspecific words, such as people, everything, society, or life, with more precise
words in order to reduce any vagueness.Working thesis:Working thesis: Young people have to work hard to succeed in
life.Revised thesis:Revised thesis: Recent college graduates must have discipline and persistence in order to find and
maintain a stable job in which they can use and be appreciated for their talents.

The revised thesis makes a more specific statement about success and what it means to work hard. The
original includes too broad a range of people and does not define exactly what success entails. By
replacing those general words like people and work hard, the writer can better focus his or her research
and gain more direction in his or her writing.

2. Clarify ideas that need explanation by asking yourself questions that narrow your thesis.Working thesis:Working thesis:
The welfare system is a joke.Revised thesis:Revised thesis: The welfare system keeps a socioeconomic class from
gaining employment by alluring members of that class with unearned income, instead of programs to
improve their education and skill sets.

A joke means many things to many people. Readers bring all sorts of backgrounds and perspectives to
the reading process and would need clarification for a word so vague. This expression may also be too
informal for the selected audience. By asking questions, the writer can devise a more precise and
appropriate explanation for joke. The writer should ask himself or herself questions similar to the 5WH
questions. (See Chapter 8 “The Writing Process: How Do I Begin?” for more information on the 5WH
questions.) By incorporating the answers to these questions into a thesis statement, the writer more
accurately defines his or her stance, which will better guide the writing of the essay.

3. Replace any linking verbs with action verbs. Linking verbs are forms of the verb to be, a verb that simply
states that a situation exists.Working thesis:Working thesis: Kansas City schoolteachers are not paid enough.RevisedRevised
thesis:thesis: The Kansas City legislature cannot afford to pay its educators, resulting in job cuts and
resignations in a district that sorely needs highly qualified and dedicated teachers.

145145



The linking verb in this working thesis statement is the word are. Linking verbs often make thesis
statements weak because they do not express action. Rather, they connect words and phrases to the
second half of the sentence. Readers might wonder, “Why are they not paid enough?” But this statement
does not compel them to ask many more questions. The writer should ask himself or herself questions in
order to replace the linking verb with an action verb, thus forming a stronger thesis statement, one that
takes a more definitive stance on the issue:

◦ Who is not paying the teachers enough?
◦ What is considered “enough”?
◦ What is the problem?
◦ What are the results

4. Omit any general claims that are hard to support.Working thesis:Working thesis: Today’s teenage girls are too
sexualized.Revised thesis:Revised thesis: Teenage girls who are captivated by the sexual images on MTV are
conditioned to believe that a woman’s worth depends on her sensuality, a feeling that harms their self-
esteem and behavior.

It is true that some young women in today’s society are more sexualized than in the past, but that is not
true for all girls. Many girls have strict parents, dress appropriately, and do not engage in sexual activity
while in middle school and high school. The writer of this thesis should ask the following questions:

◦ Which teenage girls?
◦ What constitutes “too” sexualized?
◦ Why are they behaving that way?
◦ Where does this behavior show up?
◦ What are the repercussions?

Exercise 3

In the first section of Chapter 8 “The Writing Process: How Do I Begin?”, you determined your purpose for writing
and your audience. You then completed a freewriting exercise about an event you recently experienced and
chose a general topic to write about. Using that general topic, you then narrowed it down by answering the 5WH
questions. After you answered these questions, you chose one of the three methods of prewriting and gathered
possible supporting points for your working thesis statement.

Now, on a separate sheet of paper, write down your working thesis statement. Identify any weaknesses in this
sentence and revise the statement to reflect the elements of a strong thesis statement. Make sure it is specific,
precise, arguable, demonstrable, forceful, and confident.

Collaboration

Please share with a classmate and compare your answers.

Writing at Work

In your career you may have to write a project proposal that focuses on a particular problem in your company,
such as reinforcing the tardiness policy. The proposal would aim to fix the problem; using a thesis statement
would clearly state the boundaries of the problem and tell the goals of the project. After writing the proposal, you
may find that the thesis needs revision to reflect exactly what is expressed in the body. Using the techniques from
this chapter would apply to revising that thesis.

Key Takeaways

• Proper essays require a thesis statement to provide a specific focus and suggest how the essay will be
organized.

• A thesis statement is your interpretation of the subject, not the topic itself.
• A strong thesis is specific, precise, forceful, confident, and is able to be demonstrated.
• A strong thesis challenges readers with a point of view that can be debated and can be supported with

evidence.
• A weak thesis is simply a declaration of your topic or contains an obvious fact that cannot be argued.
• Depending on your topic, it may or may not be appropriate to use first person point of view.
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• Revise your thesis by ensuring all words are specific, all ideas are exact, and all verbs express action.
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EFFECTIVE MEANS FOR WRITING A PARAGRAPH

Learning Objectives

1. Identify characteristics of a good topic sentence.
2. Identify the three parts of a developed paragraph.
3. Apply knowledge of topic sentences and parts of a developed paragraph in an assignment.

Now that you have identified common purposes for writing and learned how to select appropriate content for a
particular audience, you can think about the structure of a paragraph in greater detail. Composing an effective
paragraph requires a method similar to building a house. You may have the finest content, or materials, but if you
do not arrange them in the correct order, then the final product will not hold together very well.

A strong paragraph contains three distinct components:

1. Topic sentence.. The topic sentence is the main idea of the paragraph.
2. Body.. The body is composed of the supporting sentences that develop the main point.
3. Conclusion.. The conclusion is the final sentence that summarizes the main point.

The foundation of a good paragraph is the topic sentence, which expresses the main idea of the paragraph. The
topic sentence relates to the thesis, or main point, of the essay (see Chapter 9 “Writing Essays: From Start to
Finish” for more information about thesis statements) and guides the reader by signposting what the paragraph is
about. All the sentences in the rest of the paragraph should relate to the topic sentence.

This section covers the major components of a paragraph and examines how to develop an effective topic
sentence.

Developing a Topic Sentence

Pick up any newspaper or magazine and read the first sentence of an article. Are you fairly confident that you
know what the rest of the article is about? If so, you have likely read the topic sentence. An effective topic
sentence combines a main idea with the writer’s personal attitude or opinion. It serves to orient the reader and
provides an indication of what will follow in the rest of the paragraph. Read the following example.

Creating a national set of standards for math and English education will improve student learning in many states.

This topic sentence declares a favorable position for standardizing math and English education. After reading this
sentence, a reader might reasonably expect the writer to provide supporting details and facts as to why
standardizing math and English education might improve student learning in many states. If the purpose of the
essay is actually to evaluate education in only one particular state, or to discuss math or English education
specifically, then the topic sentence is misleading.
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Tip

When writing a draft of an essay, allow a friend or colleague to read the opening line of your first paragraph. Ask
your reader to predict what your paper will be about. If he or she is unable to guess your topic accurately, you
should consider revising your topic sentence so that it clearly defines your purpose in writing.

Main Idea versus Controlling Idea

Topic sentences contain both a main idea (the subject, or topic that the writer is discussing) and a controlling idea
(the writer’s specific stance on that subject). Just as a thesis statement includes an idea that controls a
document’s focus (as you will read about in Chapter 8 “The Writing Process: How Do I Begin?”), a topic sentence
must also contain a controlling idea to direct the paragraph. Different writers may use the same main idea but can
steer their paragraph in a number of different directions according to their stance on the subject. Read the
following examples.

• Marijuana is a destructive influence on teens and causes long-term brain damage.
• The antinausea properties in marijuana are a lifeline for many cancer patients.
• Legalizing marijuana would create a higher demand for Class A and Class B drugs.

Although the main idea—marijuana—is the same in all three topic sentences, the controlling idea differs
depending on the writer’s viewpoint.

Exercise 1

Circle the main idea and underline the controlling idea in each of the following topic sentences.

1. Exercising three times a week is the only way to maintain good physical health.
2. Sexism and racism are still rampant in today’s workplace.
3. Raising the legal driving age to twenty-one would decrease road traffic accidents.
4. Owning a business is the only way to achieve financial success.
5. Dog owners should be prohibited from taking their pets on public beaches.

Characteristics of a Good Topic Sentence

Five characteristics define a good topic sentence:

1. A good topic sentence provides an accurate indication of what will follow in the rest of the
paragraph.Weak example.Weak example. People rarely give firefighters the credit they deserve for such a physically
and emotionally demanding job. (The paragraph is about a specific incident that involved firefighters;
therefore, this topic sentence is too general.)

Stronger example.Stronger example. During the October riots, Unit 3B went beyond the call of duty. (This topic sentence is
more specific and indicates that the paragraph will contain information about a particular incident
involving Unit 3B.)

2. A good topic sentence contains both a topic and a controlling idea or opinion.Weak example.Weak example. In this
paper, I am going to discuss the rising suicide rate among young professionals. (This topic sentence
provides a main idea, but it does not present a controlling idea, or thesis.)

Stronger example.Stronger example. The rising suicide rate among young professionals is a cause for immediate concern.
(This topic sentence presents the writer’s opinion on the subject of rising suicide rates among young
professionals.)

3. A good topic sentence is clear and easy to follow.Weak example.Weak example. In general, writing an essay, thesis, or
other academic or nonacademic document is considerably easier and of much higher quality if you first
construct an outline, of which there are many different types. (This topic sentence includes a main idea
and a controlling thesis, but both are buried beneath the confusing sentence structure and unnecessary
vocabulary. These obstacles make it difficult for the reader to follow.)
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Stronger example.Stronger example. Most forms of writing can be improved by first creating an outline. (This topic
sentence cuts out unnecessary verbiage and simplifies the previous statement, making it easier for the
reader to follow.)

4. A good topic sentence does not include supporting details.Weak example.Weak example. Salaries should be capped in
baseball for many reasons, most importantly so we don’t allow the same team to win year after year.
(This topic sentence includes a supporting detail that should be included later in the paragraph to back
up the main point.)

Stronger example.Stronger example. Introducing a salary cap would improve the game of baseball for many reasons. (This
topic sentence omits the additional supporting detail so that it can be expanded upon later in the
paragraph.)

5. A good topic sentence engages the reader by using interesting vocabulary.Weak example.Weak example. The military
deserves better equipment. (This topic sentence includes a main idea and a controlling thesis, but the
language is bland and unexciting.)

Stronger example.Stronger example. The appalling lack of resources provided to the military is outrageous and requires
our immediate attention. (This topic sentence reiterates the same idea and controlling thesis, but
adjectives such as appalling and immediate better engage the reader. These words also indicate the
writer’s tone.)

Exercise 2

Choose the most effective topic sentence from the following sentence pairs.

1. a. This paper will discuss the likelihood of the Democrats winning the next election.b. To boost their
chances of winning the next election, the Democrats need to listen to public opinion.

2. a. The unrealistic demands of union workers are crippling the economy for three main reasons.b. Union
workers are crippling the economy because companies are unable to remain competitive as a result of
added financial pressure.

3. a. Authors are losing money as a result of technological advances.b. The introduction of new technology
will devastate the literary world.

4. a. Rap music is produced by untalented individuals with oversized egos.b. This essay will consider
whether talent is required in the rap music industry.

Exercise 3

Using the tips on developing effective topic sentences in this section, create a topic sentence on each of the
following subjects. Remember to include a controlling idea as well as a main idea. Write your responses on your
own sheet of paper.

1. An endangered species____________________________________________
2. The cost of fuel____________________________________________
3. The legal drinking age____________________________________________
4. A controversial film or novel____________________________________________

Writing at Work

When creating a workplace document, use the “top-down” approach—keep the topic sentence at the beginning of
each paragraph so that readers immediately understand the gist of the message. This method saves busy
colleagues precious time and effort trying to figure out the main points and relevant details.

Headings are another helpful tool. In a text-heavy document, break up each paragraph with individual headings.
These serve as useful navigation aids, enabling colleagues to skim through the document and locate paragraphs
that are relevant to them.
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Developing Paragraphs That Use Topic Sentences, Supporting
Ideas, and Transitions Effectively

Learning how to develop a good topic sentence is the first step toward writing a solid paragraph. Once you have
composed your topic sentence, you have a guideline for the rest of the paragraph. To complete the paragraph, a
writer must support the topic sentence with additional information and summarize the main point with a concluding
sentence.

This section identifies the three major structural parts of a paragraph and covers how to develop a paragraph
using transitional words and phrases.

Identifying Parts of a Paragraph

An effective paragraph contains three main parts: a topic sentence, the body, and the concluding sentence. A
topic sentence is often the first sentence of a paragraph. This chapter has already discussed its purpose—to
express a main idea combined with the writer’s attitude about the subject. The body of the paragraph usually
follows, containing supporting details. Supporting sentences help explain, prove, or enhance the topic sentence.
The concluding sentence is the last sentence in the paragraph. It reminds the reader of the main point by
restating it in different words.

Figure 6.2 Paragraph Structure Graphic Organizer

Read the following paragraph. The topic sentence is underlined for you.

After reading the new TV guide this week I had just one thought—why are we still being bombarded with reality
shows? This season, the plague of reality television continues to darken our airwaves. Along with the return of
viewer favorites, we are to be cursed with yet another mindless creation. Prisoner follows the daily lives of eight
suburban housewives who have chosen to be put in jail for the purposes of this fake psychological experiment. A
preview for the first episode shows the usual tears and tantrums associated with reality television. I dread to think
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what producers will come up with next season, but if any of them are reading this blog—stop it! We’ve had
enough reality television to last us a lifetime!

The first sentence of this paragraph is the topic sentence. It tells the reader that the paragraph will be about reality
television shows, and it expresses the writer’s distaste for these shows through the use of the word bombarded.

Each of the following sentences in the paragraph supports the topic sentence by providing further information
about a specific reality television show. The final sentence is the concluding sentence. It reiterates the main point
that viewers are bored with reality television shows by using different words from the topic sentence.

Paragraphs that begin with the topic sentence move from the general to the specific. They open with a general
statement about a subject (reality shows) and then discuss specific examples (the reality show Prisoner). Most
academic essays contain the topic sentence at the beginning of the first paragraph.

Now take a look at the following paragraph. The topic sentence is underlined for you.

Last year, a cat traveled 130 miles to reach its family, who had moved to another state and had left their pet
behind. Even though it had never been to their new home, the cat was able to track down its former owners. A
dog in my neighborhood can predict when its master is about to have a seizure. It makes sure that he does not
hurt himself during an epileptic fit. Compared to many animals, our own senses are almost dull.

The last sentence of this paragraph is the topic sentence. It draws on specific examples (a cat that tracked down
its owners and a dog that can predict seizures) and then makes a general statement that draws a conclusion from
these examples (animals’ senses are better than humans’). In this case, the supporting sentences are placed
before the topic sentence and the concluding sentence is the same as the topic sentence.

This technique is frequently used in persuasive writing. The writer produces detailed examples as evidence to
back up his or her point, preparing the reader to accept the concluding topic sentence as the truth.

Sometimes, the topic sentence appears in the middle of a paragraph. Read the following example. The topic
sentence is underlined for you.

For many years, I suffered from severe anxiety every time I took an exam. Hours before the exam, my heart
would begin pounding, my legs would shake, and sometimes I would become physically unable to move. Last
year, I was referred to a specialist and finally found a way to control my anxiety—breathing exercises. It seems so
simple, but by doing just a few breathing exercises a couple of hours before an exam, I gradually got my anxiety
under control. The exercises help slow my heart rate and make me feel less anxious. Better yet, they require no
pills, no equipment, and very little time. It’s amazing how just breathing correctly has helped me learn to manage
my anxiety symptoms.

In this paragraph, the underlined sentence is the topic sentence. It expresses the main idea—that breathing
exercises can help control anxiety. The preceding sentences enable the writer to build up to his main point
(breathing exercises can help control anxiety) by using a personal anecdote (how he used to suffer from anxiety).
The supporting sentences then expand on how breathing exercises help the writer by providing additional
information. The last sentence is the concluding sentence and restates how breathing can help manage anxiety.

Placing a topic sentence in the middle of a paragraph is often used in creative writing. If you notice that you have
used a topic sentence in the middle of a paragraph in an academic essay, read through the paragraph carefully to
make sure that it contains only one major topic. To read more about topic sentences and where they appear in
paragraphs, see Chapter 8 “The Writing Process: How Do I Begin?”.

Implied Topic Sentences

Some well-organized paragraphs do not contain a topic sentence at all. Instead of being directly stated, the main
idea is implied in the content of the paragraph. Read the following example:

Heaving herself up the stairs, Luella had to pause for breath several times. She let out a wheeze as she sat down
heavily in the wooden rocking chair. Tao approached her cautiously, as if she might crumble at the slightest
touch. He studied her face, like parchment; stretched across the bones so finely he could almost see right through
the skin to the decaying muscle underneath. Luella smiled a toothless grin.
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Although no single sentence in this paragraph states the main idea, the entire paragraph focuses on one
concept—that Luella is extremely old. The topic sentence is thus implied rather than stated. This technique is
often used in descriptive or narrative writing. Implied topic sentences work well if the writer has a firm idea of what
he or she intends to say in the paragraph and sticks to it. However, a paragraph loses its effectiveness if an
implied topic sentence is too subtle or the writer loses focus.

Tip

Avoid using implied topic sentences in an informational document. Readers often lose patience if they are unable
to quickly grasp what the writer is trying to say. The clearest and most efficient way to communicate in an
informational document is to position the topic sentence at the beginning of the paragraph.

Exercise 4

Identify the topic sentence, supporting sentences, and concluding sentence in the following paragraph.

The desert provides a harsh environment in which few mammals are able to adapt. Of these hardy creatures, the
kangaroo rat is possibly the most fascinating. Able to live in some of the most arid parts of the southwest, the
kangaroo rat neither sweats nor pants to keep cool. Its specialized kidneys enable it to survive on a miniscule
amount of water. Unlike other desert creatures, the kangaroo rat does not store water in its body but instead is
able to convert the dry seeds it eats into moisture. Its ability to adapt to such a hostile environment makes the
kangaroo rat a truly amazing creature.

Collaboration

Please share with a classmate and compare your answers.

Supporting Sentences

If you think of a paragraph as a hamburger, the supporting sentences are the meat inside the bun. They make up
the body of the paragraph by explaining, proving, or enhancing the controlling idea in the topic sentence. Most
paragraphs contain three to six supporting sentences depending on the audience and purpose for writing. A
supporting sentence usually offers one of the following:

• ReasonReasonSentence:Sentence: The refusal of the baby boom generation to retire is contributing to the current lack of
available jobs.

• FactFactSentence:Sentence: Many families now rely on older relatives to support them financially.
• StatisticStatisticSentence:Sentence: Nearly 10 percent of adults are currently unemployed in the United States.
• QuotationQuotationSentence:Sentence: “We will not allow this situation to continue,” stated Senator Johns.
• ExampleExampleSentence:Sentence: Last year, Bill was asked to retire at the age of fifty-five.

The type of supporting sentence you choose will depend on what you are writing and why you are writing. For
example, if you are attempting to persuade your audience to take a particular position you should rely on facts,
statistics, and concrete examples, rather than personal opinions. Read the following example:

There are numerous advantages to owning a hybrid car. (Topic sentence)(Topic sentence)

First, they get 20 percent to 35 percent more miles to the gallon than a fuel-efficient gas-powered vehicle.
(Supporting sentence 1: statistic)(Supporting sentence 1: statistic)

Second, they produce very few emissions during low speed city driving. (Supporting sentence 2: fact)(Supporting sentence 2: fact)

Because they do not require gas, hybrid cars reduce dependency on fossil fuels, which helps lower prices at the
pump. (Supporting sentence 3: reason)(Supporting sentence 3: reason)
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Alex bought a hybrid car two years ago and has been extremely impressed with its performance. (Supporting(Supporting
sentence 4: example)sentence 4: example)

“It’s the cheapest car I’ve ever had,” she said. “The running costs are far lower than previous gas powered
vehicles I’ve owned.” (Supporting sentence 5: quotation)(Supporting sentence 5: quotation)

Given the low running costs and environmental benefits of owning a hybrid car, it is likely that many more people
will follow Alex’s example in the near future. (Concluding sentence)(Concluding sentence)

To find information for your supporting sentences, you might consider using one of the following sources:

• Reference book
• Encyclopedia
• Website
• Biography/autobiography
• Map
• Dictionary
• Newspaper/magazine
• Interview
• Previous experience
• Personal research

To read more about sources and research, see Chapter 11 “Writing from Research: What Will I Learn?”.

Tip

When searching for information on the Internet, remember that some websites are more reliable than others.
websites ending in .gov or .edu are generally more reliable than websites ending in .com or .org. Wikis and blogs
are not reliable sources of information because they are subject to inaccuracies.

Concluding Sentences

An effective concluding sentence draws together all the ideas you have raised in your paragraph. It reminds
readers of the main point—the topic sentence—without restating it in exactly the same words. Using the
hamburger example, the top bun (the topic sentence) and the bottom bun (the concluding sentence) are very
similar. They frame the “meat” or body of the paragraph. Compare the topic sentence and concluding sentence
from the previous example:

Topic sentence:Topic sentence: There are numerous advantages to owning a hybrid car.

Concluding sentence:Concluding sentence: Given the low running costs and environmental benefits of owning a hybrid car, it is likely
that many more people will follow Alex’s example in the near future.

Notice the use of the synonyms advantages and benefits. The concluding sentence reiterates the idea that
owning a hybrid is advantageous without using the exact same words. It also summarizes two examples of the
advantages covered in the supporting sentences: low running costs and environmental benefits.

You should avoid introducing any new ideas into your concluding sentence. A conclusion is intended to provide
the reader with a sense of completion. Introducing a subject that is not covered in the paragraph will confuse the
reader and weaken your writing.

A concluding sentence may do any of the following:

• Restate the main idea.Example:Example: Childhood obesity is a growing problem in the United States.
• Summarize the key points in the paragraph.Example:Example: A lack of healthy choices, poor parenting, and an

addiction to video games are among the many factors contributing to childhood obesity.
• Draw a conclusion based on the information in the paragraph.Example:Example: These statistics indicate that

unless we take action, childhood obesity rates will continue to rise.
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• Make a prediction, suggestion, or recommendation about the information in the paragraph.Example:Example:
Based on this research, more than 60 percent of children in the United States will be morbidly obese by
the year 2030 unless we take evasive action.

• Offer an additional observation about the controlling idea.Example:Example: Childhood obesity is an entirely
preventable tragedy.

Exercise 5

On your own paper, write one example of each type of concluding sentence based on a topic of your choice.

Transitions

A strong paragraph moves seamlessly from the topic sentence into the supporting sentences and on to the
concluding sentence. To help organize a paragraph and ensure that ideas logically connect to one another,
writers use transitional words and phrases. A transition is a connecting word that describes a relationship
between ideas. Take another look at the earlier example:

There are numerous advantages to owning a hybrid car. First, they get 20 percent to 35 percent more miles to the
gallon than a fuel-efficient gas-powered vehicle. Second, they produce very few emissions during low speed city
driving. Because they do not require gas, hybrid cars reduce dependency on fossil fuels, which helps lower prices
at the pump. Alex bought a hybrid car two years ago and has been extremely impressed with its performance. “It’s
the cheapest car I’ve ever had,” she said. “The running costs are far lower than previous gas-powered vehicles
I’ve owned.” Given the low running costs and environmental benefits of owning a hybrid car, it is likely that many
more people will follow Alex’s example in the near future.

Each of the underlined words is a transition word. Words such as first and second are transition words that show
sequence or clarify order. They help organize the writer’s ideas by showing that he or she has another point to
make in support of the topic sentence. Other transition words that show order include third, also, and furthermore.

The transition word because is a transition word of consequence that continues a line of thought. It indicates that
the writer will provide an explanation of a result. In this sentence, the writer explains why hybrid cars will reduce
dependency on fossil fuels (because they do not require gas). Other transition words of consequence include as a
result, so that, since, or for this reason.

To include a summarizing transition in her concluding sentence, the writer could rewrite the final sentence as
follows:

In conclusion, given the low running costs and environmental benefits of owning a hybrid car, it is likely that many
more people will follow Alex’s example in the near future.

The following chart provides some useful transition words to connect supporting sentences and concluding
sentences. See Chapter 8 “The Writing Process: How Do I Begin?” for a more comprehensive look at transitional
words and phrases.

Table 6.1 Useful Transitional Words and Phrases

For Supporting SentencesFor Supporting Sentences

above all but for instance in particular moreover subsequently

also conversely furthermore later on nevertheless therefore

aside from correspondingly however likewise on one hand to begin with

at the same time for example in addition meanwhile on the contrary

For Concluding SentencesFor Concluding Sentences
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after all all things considered in brief in summary on the whole to sum up

all in all finally in conclusion on balance thus

Exercise 6

Using your own paper, write a paragraph on a topic of your choice. Be sure to include a topic sentence,
supporting sentences, and a concluding sentence and to use transitional words and phrases to link your ideas
together.

Collaboration

Please share with a classmate and compare your answers.

Writing at Work

Transitional words and phrases are useful tools to incorporate into workplace documents. They guide the reader
through the document, clarifying relationships between sentences and paragraphs so that the reader understands
why they have been written in that particular order.

For example, when writing an instructional memo, it may be helpful to consider the following transitional words
and phrases: before you begin, first, next, then, finally, after you have completed. Using these transitions as a
template to write your memo will provide readers with clear, logical instructions about a particular process and the
order in which steps are supposed to be completed.

Key Takeaways

• A good paragraph contains three distinct components: a topic sentence, body, and concluding sentence.
• The topic sentence expresses the main idea of the paragraph combined with the writer’s attitude or

opinion about the topic.
• Good topic sentences contain both a main idea and a controlling idea, are clear and easy to follow, use

engaging vocabulary, and provide an accurate indication of what will follow in the rest of the paragraph.
• Topic sentences may be placed at the beginning, middle, or end of a paragraph. In most academic

essays, the topic sentence is placed at the beginning of a paragraph.
• Supporting sentences help explain, prove, or enhance the topic sentence by offering facts, reasons,

statistics, quotations, or examples.
• Concluding sentences summarize the key points in a paragraph and reiterate the main idea without

repeating it word for word.
• Transitional words and phrases help organize ideas in a paragraph and show how these ideas relate to

one another.

Licensing & AttributionsLicensing & Attributions

CC licensed content, Shared previouslyCC licensed content, Shared previously

• Successful Writing Section 6.2: Effective Means for Writing a Paragraph. Authored byAuthored by: Anonymous. Located atLocated at: http://2012books.lardbucket.org/books/successful-writing/s10-02-effective-means-for-writing-a-.html.
LicenseLicense: CC BY-NC-SA: Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike

WRITING BODY PARAGRAPHS

Learning Objectives
1. Select primary support related to your thesis.
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2. Support your topic sentences.

If your thesis gives the reader a roadmap to your essay, then body paragraphs should closely follow that map.
The reader should be able to predict what follows your introductory paragraph by simply reading the thesis
statement.

The body paragraphs present the evidence you have gathered to confirm your thesis. Before you begin to support
your thesis in the body, you must find information from a variety of sources that support and give credit to what
you are trying to prove.

Select Primary Support for Your Thesis

Without primary support, your argument is not likely to be convincing. Primary support can be described as the
major points you choose to expand on your thesis. It is the most important information you select to argue for your
point of view. Each point you choose will be incorporated into the topic sentence for each body paragraph you
write. Your primary supporting points are further supported by supporting details within the paragraphs.

Tip

Remember that a worthy argument is backed by examples. In order to construct a valid argument, good writers
conduct lots of background research and take careful notes. They also talk to people knowledgeable about a topic
in order to understand its implications before writing about it.

Identify the Characteristics of Good Primary Support

In order to fulfill the requirements of good primary support, the information you choose must meet the following
standards:

• Be specific.Be specific. The main points you make about your thesis and the examples you use to expand on those
points need to be specific. Use specific examples to provide the evidence and to build upon your general
ideas. These types of examples give your reader something narrow to focus on, and if used properly,
they leave little doubt about your claim. General examples, while they convey the necessary information,
are not nearly as compelling or useful in writing because they are too obvious and typical.

• Be relevant to the thesis.Be relevant to the thesis. Primary support is considered strong when it relates directly to the thesis.
Primary support should show, explain, or prove your main argument without delving into irrelevant
details. When faced with lots of information that could be used to prove your thesis, you may think you
need to include it all in your body paragraphs. But effective writers resist the temptation to lose focus.
Choose your examples wisely by making sure they directly connect to your thesis.

• Be detailed.Be detailed. Remember that your thesis, while specific, should not be very detailed. The body
paragraphs are where you develop the discussion that a thorough essay requires. Using detailed support
shows readers that you have considered all the facts and chosen only the most precise details to
enhance your point of view.

Prewrite to Identify Primary Supporting Points for a Thesis
Statement

Recall that when you prewrite you essentially make a list of examples or reasons why you support your stance.
Stemming from each point, you further provide details to support those reasons. After prewriting, you are then
able to look back at the information and choose the most compelling pieces you will use in your body paragraphs.

Exercise 1

Choose one of the following working thesis statements. On a separate sheet of paper, write for at least five
minutes using one of the prewriting techniques you learned in Chapter 8 “The Writing Process: How Do I Begin?”.
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1. Unleashed dogs on city streets are a dangerous nuisance.
2. Students cheat for many different reasons.
3. Drug use among teens and young adults is a problem.
4. The most important change that should occur at my college or university is

____________________________________________.

Select the Most Effective Primary Supporting Points for a Thesis
Statement

After you have prewritten about your working thesis statement, you may have generated a lot of information,
which may be edited out later. Remember that your primary support must be relevant to your thesis. Remind
yourself of your main argument, and delete any ideas that do not directly relate to it. Omitting unrelated ideas
ensures that you will use only the most convincing information in your body paragraphs. Choose at least three of
only the most compelling points. These will serve as the topic sentences for your body paragraphs.

Exercise 2

Refer to the previous exercise and select three of your most compelling reasons to support the thesis statement.
Remember that the points you choose must be specific and relevant to the thesis. The statements you choose will
be your primary support points, and you will later incorporate them into the topic sentences for the body
paragraphs.

Collaboration

Please share with a classmate and compare your answers.

When you support your thesis, you are revealing evidence. Evidence includes anything that can help support your
stance. The following are the kinds of evidence you will encounter as you conduct your research:

1. Facts.Facts. Facts are the best kind of evidence to use because they often cannot be disputed. They can
support your stance by providing background information on or a solid foundation for your point of view.
However, some facts may still need explanation. For example, the sentence “The most populated state
in the United States is California” is a pure fact, but it may require some explanation to make it relevant
to your specific argument.

2. Judgments.Judgments. Judgments are conclusions drawn from the given facts. Judgments are more credible than
opinions because they are founded upon careful reasoning and examination of a topic.

3. Testimony.Testimony. Testimony consists of direct quotations from either an eyewitness or an expert witness. An
eyewitness is someone who has direct experience with a subject; he adds authenticity to an argument
based on facts. An expert witness is a person who has extensive experience with a topic. This person
studies the facts and provides commentary based on either facts or judgments, or both. An expert
witness adds authority and credibility to an argument.

4. Personal observation.Personal observation. Personal observation is similar to testimony, but personal observation consists of
your testimony. It reflects what you know to be true because you have experiences and have formed
either opinions or judgments about them. For instance, if you are one of five children and your thesis
states that being part of a large family is beneficial to a child’s social development, you could use your
own experience to support your thesis.

Writing at Work

In any job where you devise a plan, you will need to support the steps that you lay out. This is an area in which
you would incorporate primary support into your writing. Choosing only the most specific and relevant information
to expand upon the steps will ensure that your plan appears well-thought-out and precise.

157157



Tip

You can consult a vast pool of resources to gather support for your stance. Citing relevant information from
reliable sources ensures that your reader will take you seriously and consider your assertions. Use any of the
following sources for your essay: newspapers or news organization websites, magazines, encyclopedias, and
scholarly journals, which are periodicals that address topics in a specialized field.

Choose Supporting Topic Sentences

Each body paragraph contains a topic sentence that states one aspect of your thesis and then expands upon it.
Like the thesis statement, each topic sentence should be specific and supported by concrete details, facts, or
explanations.

Each body paragraph should comprise the following elements.

topic sentence + supporting details (examples, reasons, or arguments)

As you read in Chapter 8 “The Writing Process: How Do I Begin?”, topic sentences indicate the location and main
points of the basic arguments of your essay. These sentences are vital to writing your body paragraphs because
they always refer back to and support your thesis statement. Topic sentences are linked to the ideas you have
introduced in your thesis, thus reminding readers what your essay is about. A paragraph without a clearly
identified topic sentence may be unclear and scattered, just like an essay without a thesis statement.

Tip

Unless your teacher instructs otherwise, you should include at least three body paragraphs in your essay. A five-
paragraph essay, including the introduction and conclusion, is commonly the standard for exams and essay
assignments.

Consider the following the thesis statement:

The following topic sentence is a primary support point for the thesis. The topic sentence states exactly what the
controlling idea of the paragraph is. Later, you will see the writer immediately provide support for the sentence.
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Exercise 3

In Note 9.19 “Exercise 2”, you chose three of your most convincing points to support the thesis statement you
selected from the list. Take each point and incorporate it into a topic sentence for each body paragraph.

Supporting point 1: ____________________________________________

Topic sentence: ____________________________________________

Supporting point 2: ____________________________________________

Topic sentence: ____________________________________________

Supporting point 3: ____________________________________________

Topic sentence: ____________________________________________

Collaboration

Please share with a classmate and compare your answers.

Draft Supporting Detail Sentences for Each Primary Support
Sentence

After deciding which primary support points you will use as your topic sentences, you must add details to clarify
and demonstrate each of those points. These supporting details provide examples, facts, or evidence that support
the topic sentence.

The writer drafts possible supporting detail sentences for each primary support sentence based on the thesis
statement:

159159

https://textimgs.s3.amazonaws.com/successfulwriting/section_13/43e80fe9f679a36337ce23d1481b151b.jpg
https://textimgs.s3.amazonaws.com/successfulwriting/section_13/43e80fe9f679a36337ce23d1481b151b.jpg


The following paragraph contains supporting detail sentences for the primary support sentence (the topic
sentence), which is underlined.

Exercise 4

Using the three topic sentences you composed for the thesis statement in Note 9.18 “Exercise 1”, draft at least
three supporting details for each point.

Thesis statement: ____________________________________________

Primary supporting point 1: ____________________________________________

Supporting details: ____________________________________________

Primary supporting point 2: ____________________________________________

Supporting details: ____________________________________________

Primary supporting point 3: ____________________________________________

Supporting details: ____________________________________________

Tip

You have the option of writing your topic sentences in one of three ways. You can state it at the beginning of the
body paragraph, or at the end of the paragraph, or you do not have to write it at all. This is called an implied topic
sentence. An implied topic sentence lets readers form the main idea for themselves. For beginning writers, it is
best to not use implied topic sentences because it makes it harder to focus your writing. Your instructor may also
want to clearly identify the sentences that support your thesis. For more information on the placement of thesis
statements and implied topic statements, see Chapter 8 “The Writing Process: How Do I Begin?”.
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Tip

Print out the first draft of your essay and use a highlighter to mark your topic sentences in the body paragraphs.
Make sure they are clearly stated and accurately present your paragraphs, as well as accurately reflect your
thesis. If your topic sentence contains information that does not exist in the rest of the paragraph, rewrite it to
more accurately match the rest of the paragraph.

Key Takeaways

• Your body paragraphs should closely follow the path set forth by your thesis statement.
• Strong body paragraphs contain evidence that supports your thesis.
• Primary support comprises the most important points you use to support your thesis.
• Strong primary support is specific, detailed, and relevant to the thesis.
• Prewriting helps you determine your most compelling primary support.
• Evidence includes facts, judgments, testimony, and personal observation.
• Reliable sources may include newspapers, magazines, academic journals, books, encyclopedias, and

firsthand testimony.
• A topic sentence presents one point of your thesis statement while the information in the rest of the

paragraph supports that point.
• A body paragraph comprises a topic sentence plus supporting details.
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BLENDING SOURCE MATERIAL WITH YOUR OWN
WORK

When working with sources, many students worry they are simply regurgitating ideas that others formulated. That
is why it is important for you to develop your own assertions, organize your findings so that your own ideas are
still the thrust of the paper, and take care not to rely too much on any one source, or your paper’s content might
be controlled too heavily by that source.

In practical terms, some ways to develop and back up your assertions include:

• Blend sources with your assertions. Organize your sources before and as you write so that they blend,
even within paragraphs. Your paper—both globally and at the paragraph level—should reveal
relationships among your sources, and should also reveal the relationships between your own ideas and
those of your sources.

• Write an original introduction and conclusion. As much as is practical, make the paper’s introduction and
conclusion your own ideas or your own synthesis of the ideas inherent in your research. Use sources
minimally in your introduction and conclusion.

• Open and close paragraphs with originality. In general, use the openings and closing of your paragraphs
to reveal your work—“enclose” your sources among your assertions. At a minimum, create your own
topic sentences and wrap-up sentences for paragraphs.

• Use transparent rhetorical strategies. When appropriate, outwardly practice such rhetorical strategies as
analysis, synthesis, comparison, contrast, summary, description, definition, hierarchical structure,
evaluation, hypothesis, generalization, classification, and even narration. Prove to your reader that you
are thinking as you write.
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Also, you must clarify where your own ideas end and the cited information begins. Part of your job is to help your
reader draw the line between these two things, often by the way you create context for the cited information. A
phrase such as “A 1979 study revealed that . . .” is an obvious announcement of citation to come. Another
recommended technique is the insertion of the author’s name into the text to announce the beginning of your cited
information. You may worry that you are not allowed to give the actual names of sources you have studied in the
paper’s text, but just the opposite is true. In fact, the more respectable a source you cite, the more impressed your
reader is likely to be with your material while reading. If you note that the source is the NASA Science website or
an article by Stephen Jay Gould or a recent edition of The Wall Street Journal right in your text, you offer your
readers immediate context without their having to guess or flip to the references page to look up the source.

What follows is an excerpt from a political science paper that clearly and admirably draws the line between writer
and cited information:

The above political upheaval illuminates the reasons behind the growing Iranian hatred of foreign
interference; as a result of this hatred, three enduring geopolitical patterns have evolved in Iran, as
noted by John Limbert. First . . .

Note how the writer begins by redefining her previous paragraph’s topic (political upheaval), then connects this to
Iran’s hatred of foreign interference, then suggests a causal relationship and ties her ideas into John Limbert’s
analysis—thereby announcing that a synthesis of Limbert’s work is coming. This writer’s work also becomes more
credible and meaningful because, right in the text, she announces the name of a person who is a recognized
authority in the field. Even in this short excerpt, it is obvious that this writer is using proper citation and backing up
her own assertions with confidence and style.
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TOULMIN'S SCHEMA

Stephen Edelston Toulmin (born March 25, 1922) is a British philosopher, author, and educator. Influenced by the
Austrian philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein, Toulmin devoted his works to the analysis of moral reasoning.
Throughout his writings, he seeks to develop practical arguments which can be used effectively in evaluating the
ethics behind moral issues. The Toulmin Model of Argumentation, a diagram containing six interrelated
components used for analyzing arguments, was considered his most influential work, particularly in the field of
rhetoric and communication, and in computer science.

Stephen Toulmin is a British philosopher and educator who devoted to analyzing moral reasoning. Throughout his
writings, he seeks to develop practical arguments which can be used effectively in evaluating the ethics behind
moral issues. His most famous work was his Model of Argumentation(sometimes called “Toulmin’s Schema,”
which is a method of analyzing an argument by breaking it down into six parts. Once an argument is broken down
and examined, weaknesses in the argument can be found and addressed.

Toulmin’s Schema:

1. Claim: conclusions whose merit must be established. For example, if a person tries to convince a listener
that he is a British citizen, the claim would be “I am a British citizen.”

2. Data: the facts appealed to as a foundation for the claim. For example, the person introduced in 1 can
support his claim with the supporting data “I was born in Bermuda.”

3. Warrant: the statement authorizing the movement from the data to the claim. In order to move from the
data established in 2, “I was born in Bermuda,” to the claim in 1, “I am a British citizen,” the person must
supply a warrant to bridge the gap between 1 & 2 with the statement “A man born in Bermuda will legally
be a British Citizen.” Toulmin stated that an argument is only as strong as its weakest warrant and if a
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warrant isn’t valid, then the whole argument collapses. Therefore, it is important to have strong, valid
warrants.

4. Backing: facts that give credibility to the statement expressed in the warrant; backing must be introduced
when the warrant itself is not convincing enough to the readers or the listeners. For example, if the
listener does not deem the warrant as credible, the speaker would supply legal documents as backing
statement to show that it is true that “A man born in Bermuda will legally be a British Citizen.”

5. Rebuttal: statements recognizing the restrictions to which the claim may legitimately be applied. The
rebuttal is exemplified as follows, “A man born in Bermuda will legally be a British citizen, unless he has
betrayed Britain and become a spy of another country.”

6. Qualifier: words or phrases expressing how certain the author/speaker is concerning the claim. Such
words or phrases include “possible,” “probably,” “impossible,” “certainly,” “presumably,” “as far as the
evidence goes,” or “necessarily.” The claim “I am definitely a British citizen” has a greater degree of force
than the claim “I am a British citizen, presumably.”

7. The first three elements “claim,” “data,” and “warrant” are considered as the essential components of
practical arguments, while the 4-6 “Qualifier,” “Backing,” and “Rebuttal” may not be needed in some
arguments. When first proposed, this layout of argumentation is based on legal arguments and intended
to be used to analyze arguments typically found in the courtroom; in fact, Toulmin did not realize that this
layout would be applicable to the field of rhetoric and communication until later.

Here are a few more examples of Toulmin’s Schema:

Suppose you see a one of those commercials for a product that promises to give you whiter teeth. Here are the
basic parts of the argument behind the commercial:

1. Claim: You should buy our tooth-whitening product.
2. Data: Studies show that teeth are 50% whiter after using the product for a specified time.
3. Warrant: People want whiter teeth.
4. Backing: Celebrities want whiter teeth.
5. Rebuttal: Commercial says “unless you don’t want to attract guys.”
6. Qualifier: Fine print says “product must be used six weeks for results.”

Notice that those commercials don’t usually bother trying to convince you that you want whiter teeth; instead, they
assume that you have bought into the value our culture places on whiter teeth. When an assumption–a warrant in
Toulmin’s terms–is unstated, it’s called an implicit warrant. Sometimes, however, the warrant may need to be
stated because it is a powerful part of the argument. When the warrant is stated, it’s called an explicit warrant.

Another example:

1. Claim: People should probably own a gun.
2. Data: Studies show that people who own a gun are less likely to be mugged.
3. Warrant: People want to be safe.
4. Backing: May not be necessary. In this case, it is common sense that people want to be safe.
5. Rebuttal: Not everyone should own a gun. Children and those will mental disorders/problems should not

own a gun.
6. Qualifier: The word “probably” in the claim.

Another example:

1. Claim: Flag burning should be unconstitutional in most cases.
2. Data: A national poll says that 60% of Americans want flag burning unconstitutional.
3. Warrant: People want to respect the flag.
4. Backing: Official government procedures for the disposal of flags.
5. Rebuttal: Not everyone in the U.S. respects the flag.
6. Qualifier: The phrase “in most cases”

Toulmin says that the weakest part of any argument is its weakest warrant. Remember that the warrant is the link
between the data and the claim. If the warrant isn’t valid, the argument collapses.
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REFINE YOUR ARGUMENTS

This section will help you refine your arguments.

DETECTING ASSUMPTIONS AND
GENERALIZATIONS

Large assumptions and over generalizations are logical fallacies, which will be covered in Week 8. For the
moment, focus on your introduction and conclusion. Are you making too many assumptions or an assumption that
doesn’t have strong evidence? An example might be “all college students hate general education requirements.”
An unfounded assumption might be assuming the reader agrees with you on a debatable subject or that they are
aware of subject they might know little about. For example, if you assume that readers are against the death
penalty, people in favor of the death penalty are less likely to agree with you. Or, if you assume the reader knows
about golf or Russian history, then people who don’t know about those subjects will be lost in parts of the paper or
could possibly misunderstand your entire argument.

Fixing assumptions

If you are discussing a subject which might be unfamiliar to parts of your audience, give a brief explanation of the
concept/history/event and then explain its significance to your argument. If you are assuming they agree with you
on a debatable or controversial subject, you may have to explain why they should agree with you on that subject,
or restructure your argument so that it doesn’t use that assumption.

Fixing generalizations

One possibility is to be flexible in the number:

• Some college students hate general education requirements.
• Many college students hate general education requirements.

Another possibility is to limit by geography or other factors:

• Many university students hate general education requirements.
• Half the students in my geography class hate general education requirements.

Finally, you can also find statistics that confirm your belief.

I surveyed twenty people at random and fifteen said they hated general education requirements. A national
survey found that 43% of college students felt that general education requirements were “a waste of time.”
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USING SOURCES CREATIVELY

When writing papers that require the use of outside source material, it is often tempting to cite only direct
quotations from your sources. If, however, this is the only method of citation you choose, your paper will become
nothing more than a series of quotations linked together by a few connecting words. Your paper will seem to be a
collection of others’ thoughts and will contain little thinking on your part.

To avoid falling into this trap, follow a few simple pointers:

• Avoid using long quotations merely as space-fillersAvoid using long quotations merely as space-fillers. While this is an attractive option when faced with a
ten-page paper, the overuse of long quotations gives the reader the impression you cannot think for
yourself.

• Don’t use only direct quotationsDon’t use only direct quotations. Try using paraphrases in addition to your direct quotations. To the
reader, the effective use of paraphrases indicates that you took the time to think about the meaning
behind the quote’s words.

• When introducing direct quotations, try to use a variety of verbs in your signal phrasesuse a variety of verbs in your signal phrases. Don’t always rely
on stock verbs such as “states” or “says.” Think for a little while about the purpose of your quotation and
then choose a context-appropriate verb.

Also, when using direct quotations try qualifying them in a novel or interesting manner. Depending on the system
of documentation you’re using, the signal phrases don’t always have to introduce the quotation.

For example, instead of saying:

“None of them knew the color of the sky” is the opening line of Stephen Crane’s short story, “The Open
Boat” (339). This implies the idea that “all sense of certainty” in the lives of these men is gone (Wolford
18).

Try saying:

“None of them knew the color of the sky,” the opening line of Stephen Crane’s, “The Open Boat,”
implies that “all sense of certainty” in the lives of these men is gone (Crane 339; Wolford 18).

The combination of these two sentences into one is something different. It shows thought on the writer’s part in
how to combine direct quotations in an interesting manner.
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QUOTATIONS

Read the following article, which will help you decide when and how to use quotes.

• Quotations
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COUNTERARGUMENT

Read the following article – from the section titled “Counterargument” through to the end – to understand
counterarguments.

• Counterargument
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PREPARING TO WRITE

This section will help you prepare to write.

ABSTRACTS

Read the following article, which describes the difference between declarative and informative abstracts:

• Abstracts
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SAMPLE ASSIGNMENT: REVISING YOUR OUTLINE

Directions:

1. Return to your outline and flesh out as much detail as possible.

2. Be sure that your thesis is clear and focused, and all of your logic and evidence should clearly support that
controlling idea.

3. Using your annotated bibliography, make note of the sources you will use to support your arguments.
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4. Identify points that could use additional clarification and notice a few small holes in your research, though your
information-gathering should be almost complete at this point.

5. If needed, conduct some more research to fill these gaps

6. Upload your revised outline of your research paper to the submission.
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MODULE 5: WRITING THE RESEARCH
PAPER AND ACKNOWLEDGING YOUR

SOURCES

INTRODUCTION TO WRITING THE RESEARCH
PAPER AND ACKNOWLEDGING YOUR SOURCES

When you write a research paper, the success of your work can depend almost as heavily on the work of others
as it does on your own efforts. Your information sources not only provide essential facts and insights that can
enhance and clarify your original ideas, source material can help you better understand your own theories and
opinions and help you to arrive at more authoritative, clearly drawn conclusions.

Because of the debt that you, as the author of a research paper, owe to your sources, it is essential that you
understand how to present, acknowledge, and document the sources that you have built into your work. You
should be aware that using accepted standards of style and citation can benefit you as a writer as well. When
your references are clearly annotated within your work, you can see where your source material appears, making
it that much easier to edit, update, and expand your work.

By following accepted standards to present your work in a manner that is accessible to readers, you also enhance
your credibility as a writer and researcher. When your readers can easily identify and check your sources, they
are more likely to accept you as a member of their discourse communities. This is especially important in an
academic environment, where your readers are likely to investigate your work as a potential source for their own
research projects. To put it bluntly, careful adherence to accepted style conventions in academic writing can
mean the difference between great success and total failure.

In this unit, we will review the concept of plagiarism and discuss how you can use clear, consistent documentation
to avoid even the unintentional misuse of source material. We will also review many of the commonly accepted
methods of acknowledging and documenting sources used in writing college research papers. We will pay
particular attention to the Modern Language Association (MLA) style standards, because this is the most widely
used convention in college undergraduate work.

This unit will culminate in an opportunity to build your selected source material into a fully developed first draft of
your final research paper. By the time you have finished the final activity in this unit, you should have
accomplished much of the groundwork for your final research paper.

By the time you have finished the work in this unit, you should have a command of the materials and techniques
you will need to complete a well-developed academic paper. As a by-product, your final research paper for this
course will probably be nearly finished.

The final activity in this unit is to develop a final polished and clearly documented research paper that makes full
use of the tools, techniques, and products that you have discovered, developed, and organized during the
preceding four units.
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PREPARING TO WRITE THE DRAFT

This section will help you prepare to write the draft.

CREATING A ROUGH DRAFT FOR A RESEARCH
PAPER

Learning Objectives
1. Apply strategies for drafting an effective introduction and conclusion.
2. Identify when and how to summarize, paraphrase, and directly quote information from research sources.
3. Apply guidelines for citing sources within the body of the paper and the bibliography.
4. Use primary and secondary research to support ideas.
5. Identify the purposes for which writers use each type of research.

At last, you are ready to begin writing the rough draft of your research paper. Putting your thinking and research
into words is exciting. It can also be challenging. In this section, you will learn strategies for handling the more
challenging aspects of writing a research paper, such as integrating material from your sources, citing information
correctly, and avoiding any misuse of your sources.

The Structure of a Research Paper

Research papers generally follow the same basic structure: an introduction that presents the writer’s thesis, a
body section that develops the thesis with supporting points and evidence, and a conclusion that revisits the
thesis and provides additional insights or suggestions for further research.

Your writing voice will come across most strongly in your introduction and conclusion, as you work to attract your
readers’ interest and establish your thesis. These sections usually do not cite sources at length. They focus on
the big picture, not specific details. In contrast, the body of your paper will cite sources extensively. As you
present your ideas, you will support your points with details from your research.

Writing Your Introduction

There are several approaches to writing an introduction, each of which fulfills the same goals. The introduction
should get readers’ attention, provide background information, and present the writer’s thesis. Many writers like to
begin with one of the following catchy openers:

• A surprising fact
• A thought-provoking question
• An attention-getting quote
• A brief anecdote that illustrates a larger concept
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• A connection between your topic and your readers’ experiences

The next few sentences place the opening in context by presenting background information. From there, the
writer builds toward a thesis, which is traditionally placed at the end of the introduction. Think of your thesis as a
signpost that lets readers know in what direction the paper is headed.

Jorge decided to begin his research paper by connecting his topic to readers’ daily experiences. Read the first
draft of his introduction. The thesis is underlined. Note how Jorge progresses from the opening sentences to
background information to his thesis.

Beyond the Hype: Evaluating Low-Carb Diets

I. Introduction

Over the past decade, increasing numbers of Americans have jumped on the low-carb bandwagon. Some studies
estimate that approximately 40 million Americans, or about 20 percent of the population, are attempting to restrict
their intake of food high in carbohydrates (Sanders and Katz, 2004; Hirsch, 2004). Proponents of low-carb diets
say they are not only the most effective way to lose weight, but they also yield health benefits such as lower blood
pressure and improved cholesterol levels. Meanwhile, some doctors claim that low-carb diets are overrated and
caution that their long-term effects are unknown. Although following a low-carbohydrate diet can benefit some
people, these diets are not necessarily the best option for everyone who wants to lose weight or improve their
health.

Exercise 1

Write the introductory paragraph of your research paper. Try using one of the techniques listed in this section to
write an engaging introduction. Be sure to include background information about the topic that leads to your
thesis.

Tip

Writers often work out of sequence when writing a research paper. If you find yourself struggling to write an
engaging introduction, you may wish to write the body of your paper first. Writing the body sections first will help
you clarify your main points. Writing the introduction should then be easier. You may have a better sense of how
to introduce the paper after you have drafted some or all of the body.

Writing Your Conclusion

In your introduction, you tell readers where they are headed. In your conclusion, you recap where they have been.
For this reason, some writers prefer to write their conclusions soon after they have written their introduction.
However, this method may not work for all writers. Other writers prefer to write their conclusion at the end of the
paper, after writing the body paragraphs. No process is absolutely right or absolutely wrong; find the one that best
suits you.

No matter when you compose the conclusion, it should sum up your main ideas and revisit your thesis. The
conclusion should not simply echo the introduction or rely on bland summary statements, such as “In this paper, I
have demonstrated that.…” In fact, avoid repeating your thesis verbatim from the introduction. Restate it in
different words that reflect the new perspective gained through your research. That helps keep your ideas fresh
for your readers. An effective writer might conclude a paper by asking a new question the research inspired,
revisiting an anecdote presented earlier, or reminding readers of how the topic relates to their lives.

Writing at Work

If your job involves writing or reading scientific papers, it helps to understand how professional researchers use
the structure described in this section. A scientific paper begins with an abstract that briefly summarizes the entire
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paper. The introduction explains the purpose of the research, briefly summarizes previous research, and presents
the researchers’ hypothesis. The body provides details about the study, such as who participated in it, what the
researchers measured, and what results they recorded. The conclusion presents the researchers’ interpretation of
the data, or what they learned.

Using Source Material in Your Paper

One of the challenges of writing a research paper is successfully integrating your ideas with material from your
sources. Your paper must explain what you think, or it will read like a disconnected string of facts and quotations.
However, you also need to support your ideas with research, or they will seem insubstantial. How do you strike
the right balance?

You have already taken a step in the right direction by writing your introduction. The introduction and conclusion
function like the frame around a picture. They define and limit your topic and place your research in context.

In the body paragraphs of your paper, you will need to integrate ideas carefully at the paragraph level and at the
sentence level. You will use topic sentences in your paragraphs to make sure readers understand the significance
of any facts, details, or quotations you cite. You will also include sentences that transition between ideas from
your research, either within a paragraph or between paragraphs. At the sentence level, you will need to think
carefully about how you introduce paraphrased and quoted material.

Earlier you learned about summarizing, paraphrasing, and quoting when taking notes. In the next few sections,
you will learn how to use these techniques in the body of your paper to weave in source material to support your
ideas.

Summarizing Sources

When you summarize material from a source, you zero in on the main points and restate them concisely in your
own words. This technique is appropriate when only the major ideas are relevant to your paper or when you need
to simplify complex information into a few key points for your readers.

Be sure to review the source material as you summarize it. Identify the main idea and restate it as concisely as
you can—preferably in one sentence. Depending on your purpose, you may also add another sentence or two
condensing any important details or examples. Check your summary to make sure it is accurate and complete.

In his draft, Jorge summarized research materials that presented scientists’ findings about low-carbohydrate diets.
Read the following passage from a trade magazine article and Jorge’s summary of the article.

Assessing the Efficacy of Low-Carbohydrate Diets

Adrienne Howell, Ph.D.

Over the past few years, a number of clinical studies have explored whether high-protein, low-carbohydrate diets
are more effective for weight loss than other frequently recommended diet plans, such as diets that drastically
curtail fat intake (Pritikin) or that emphasize consuming lean meats, grains, vegetables, and a moderate amount
of unsaturated fats (the Mediterranean diet). A 2009 study found that obese teenagers who followed a low-
carbohydrate diet lost an average of 15.6 kilograms over a six-month period, whereas teenagers following a low-
fat diet or a Mediterranean diet lost an average of 11.1 kilograms and 9.3 kilograms respectively. Two 2010
studies that measured weight loss for obese adults following these same three diet plans found similar results.
Over three months, subjects on the low-carbohydrate diet plan lost anywhere from four to six kilograms more than
subjects who followed other diet plans.
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Summary

In three recent studies, researchers compared outcomes for obese subjects who followed either a low-
carbohydrate diet, a low-fat diet, or a Mediterranean diet and found that subjects following a low-carbohydrate diet
lost more weight in the same time (Howell, 2010).

Tip

A summary restates ideas in your own words—but for specialized or clinical terms, you may need to use terms
that appear in the original source. For instance, Jorge used the term obese in his summary because related
words such as heavy or overweight have a different clinical meaning.

Exercise 2

On a separate sheet of paper, practice summarizing by writing a one-sentence summary of the same passage
that Jorge already summarized.

Paraphrasing Sources

When you paraphrase material from a source, restate the information from an entire sentence or passage in your
own words, using your own original sentence structure. A paraphrased source differs from a summarized source
in that you focus on restating the ideas, not condensing them.

Again, it is important to check your paraphrase against the source material to make sure it is both accurate and
original. Inexperienced writers sometimes use the thesaurus method of paraphrasing—that is, they simply rewrite
the source material, replacing most of the words with synonyms. This constitutes a misuse of sources. A true
paraphrase restates ideas using the writer’s own language and style.

In his draft, Jorge frequently paraphrased details from sources. At times, he needed to rewrite a sentence more
than once to ensure he was paraphrasing ideas correctly. Read the passage from a website. Then read Jorge’s
initial attempt at paraphrasing it, followed by the final version of his paraphrase.

Source

Dieters nearly always get great results soon after they begin following a low-carbohydrate diet, but these results
tend to taper off after the first few months, particularly because many dieters find it difficult to follow a low-
carbohydrate diet plan consistently.

Summary

People usually see encouraging outcomes shortly after they go on a low-carbohydrate diet, but their progress
slows down after a short while, especially because most discover that it is a challenge to adhere to the diet strictly
(Heinz, 2009).

After reviewing the paraphrased sentence, Jorge realized he was following the original source too closely. He did
not want to quote the full passage verbatim, so he again attempted to restate the idea in his own style.

Summary

Because it is hard for dieters to stick to a low-carbohydrate eating plan, the initial success of these diets is short-
lived (Heinz, 2009).
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Exercise 3

On a separate sheet of paper, follow these steps to practice paraphrasing.

1. Choose an important idea or detail from your notes.
2. Without looking at the original source, restate the idea in your own words.
3. Check your paraphrase against the original text in the source. Make sure both your language and your

sentence structure are original.
4. Revise your paraphrase if necessary.

Quoting Sources Directly

Most of the time, you will summarize or paraphrase source material instead of quoting directly. Doing so shows
that you understand your research well enough to write about it confidently in your own words. However, direct
quotes can be powerful when used sparingly and with purpose.

Quoting directly can sometimes help you make a point in a colorful way. If an author’s words are especially vivid,
memorable, or well phrased, quoting them may help hold your reader’s interest. Direct quotations from an
interviewee or an eyewitness may help you personalize an issue for readers. And when you analyze primary
sources, such as a historical speech or a work of literature, quoting extensively is often necessary to illustrate
your points. These are valid reasons to use quotations.

Less experienced writers, however, sometimes overuse direct quotations in a research paper because it seems
easier than paraphrasing. At best, this reduces the effectiveness of the quotations. At worst, it results in a paper
that seems haphazardly pasted together from outside sources. Use quotations sparingly for greater impact.

When you do choose to quote directly from a source, follow these guidelines:

• Make sure you have transcribed the original statement accurately.
• Represent the author’s ideas honestly. Quote enough of the original text to reflect the author’s point

accurately.
• Never use a stand-alone quotation. Always integrate the quoted material into your own sentence.
• Use ellipses (…) if you need to omit a word or phrase. Use brackets [ ] if you need to replace a word or

phrase.
• Make sure any omissions or changed words do not alter the meaning of the original text. Omit or replace

words only when absolutely necessary to shorten the text or to make it grammatically correct within your
sentence.

• Remember to include correctly formatted citations that follow the assigned style guide.

Jorge interviewed a dietician as part of his research, and he decided to quote her words in his paper. Read an
excerpt from the interview and Jorge’s use of it, which follows.

Source

Personally, I don’t really buy into all of the hype about low-carbohydrate miracle diets like Atkins and so on. Sure,
for some people, they are great, but for most, any sensible eating and exercise plan would work just as well.

Summary

Registered dietician Dana Kwon (2010) admits, “Personally, I don’t really buy into all of the hype.…Sure, for some
people, [low-carbohydrate diets] are great, but for most, any sensible eating and exercise plan would work just as
well.”

Notice how Jorge smoothly integrated the quoted material by starting the sentence with an introductory phrase.
His use of ellipses and brackets did not change the source’s meaning.

173173



Documenting Source Material

Throughout the writing process, be scrupulous about documenting information taken from sources. The purpose
of doing so is twofold:

1. To give credit to other writers or researchers for their ideas
2. To allow your reader to follow up and learn more about the topic if desired

You will cite sources within the body of your paper and at the end of the paper in your bibliography. For this
assignment, you will use the citation format used by the American Psychological Association (also known as APA
style). For information on the format used by the Modern Language Association (MLA style), see Chapter 13
“APA and MLA Documentation and Formatting”.

Citing Sources in the Body of Your Paper

In-text citations document your sources within the body of your paper. These include two vital pieces of
information: the author’s name and the year the source material was published. When quoting a print source, also
include in the citation the page number where the quoted material originally appears. The page number will follow
the year in the in-text citation. Page numbers are necessary only when content has been directly quoted, not
when it has been summarized or paraphrased.

Within a paragraph, this information may appear as part of your introduction to the material or as a parenthetical
citation at the end of a sentence. Read the examples that follow. For more information about in-text citations for
other source types, see Chapter 13 “APA and MLA Documentation and Formatting”.

Summary

Leibowitz (2008) found that low-carbohydrate diets often helped subjects with Type II diabetes maintain a healthy
weight and control blood-sugar levels.

The introduction to the source material includes the author’s name followed by the year of publication in
parentheses.

Summary

Low-carbohydrate diets often help subjects with Type II diabetes maintain a healthy weight and control blood-
sugar levels (Leibowitz, 2008).

The parenthetical citation at the end of the sentence includes the author’s name, a comma, and the year the
source was published. The period at the end of the sentence comes after the parentheses.

Creating a List of References

Each of the sources you cite in the body text will appear in a references list at the end of your paper. While in-text
citations provide the most basic information about the source, your references section will include additional
publication details. In general, you will include the following information:

• The author’s last name followed by his or her first (and sometimes middle) initial
• The year the source was published
• The source title
• For articles in periodicals, the full name of the periodical, along with the volume and issue number and

the pages where the article appeared
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Additional information may be included for different types of sources, such as online sources. For a detailed guide
to APA or MLA citations, see Chapter 13 “APA and MLA Documentation and Formatting”. A sample reference list
is provided with the final draft of Jorge’s paper later in this chapter.

Using Primary and Secondary Research

As you write your draft, be mindful of how you are using primary and secondary source material to support your
points. Recall that primary sources present firsthand information. Secondary sources are one step removed from
primary sources. They present a writer’s analysis or interpretation of primary source materials. How you balance
primary and secondary source material in your paper will depend on the topic and assignment.

Using Primary Sources Effectively

Some types of research papers must use primary sources extensively to achieve their purpose. Any paper that
analyzes a primary text or presents the writer’s own experimental research falls in this category. Here are a few
examples:

• A paper for a literature course analyzing several poems by Emily Dickinson
• A paper for a political science course comparing televised speeches delivered by two presidential

candidates
• A paper for a communications course discussing gender biases in television commercials
• A paper for a business administration course that discusses the results of a survey the writer conducted

with local businesses to gather information about their work-from-home and flextime policies
• A paper for an elementary education course that discusses the results of an experiment the writer

conducted to compare the effectiveness of two different methods of mathematics instruction

For these types of papers, primary research is the main focus. If you are writing about a work (including nonprint
works, such as a movie or a painting), it is crucial to gather information and ideas from the original work, rather
than relying solely on others’ interpretations. And, of course, if you take the time to design and conduct your own
field research, such as a survey, a series of interviews, or an experiment, you will want to discuss it in detail. For
example, the interviews may provide interesting responses that you want to share with your reader.

Using Secondary Sources Effectively

For some assignments, it makes sense to rely more on secondary sources than primary sources. If you are not
analyzing a text or conducting your own field research, you will need to use secondary sources extensively.

As much as possible, use secondary sources that are closely linked to primary research, such as a journal article
presenting the results of the authors’ scientific study or a book that cites interviews and case studies. These
sources are more reliable and add more value to your paper than sources that are further removed from primary
research. For instance, a popular magazine article on junk-food addiction might be several steps removed from
the original scientific study on which it is loosely based. As a result, the article may distort, sensationalize, or
misinterpret the scientists’ findings.

Even if your paper is largely based on primary sources, you may use secondary sources to develop your ideas.
For instance, an analysis of Alfred Hitchcock’s films would focus on the films themselves as a primary source, but
might also cite commentary from critics. A paper that presents an original experiment would include some
discussion of similar prior research in the field.

Jorge knew he did not have the time, resources, or experience needed to conduct original experimental research
for his paper. Because he was relying on secondary sources to support his ideas, he made a point of citing
sources that were not far removed from primary research.
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Tip

Some sources could be considered primary or secondary sources, depending on the writer’s purpose for using
them. For instance, if a writer’s purpose is to inform readers about how the No Child Left Behind legislation has
affected elementary education, a Time magazine article on the subject would be a secondary source. However,
suppose the writer’s purpose is to analyze how the news media has portrayed the effects of the No Child Left
Behind legislation. In that case, articles about the legislation in news magazines like Time, Newsweek, and US
News & World Report would be primary sources. They provide firsthand examples of the media coverage the
writer is analyzing.

Avoiding Plagiarism

Your research paper presents your thinking about a topic, supported and developed by other people’s ideas and
information. It is crucial to always distinguish between the two—as you conduct research, as you plan your paper,
and as you write. Failure to do so can lead to plagiarism.

Intentional and Accidental Plagiarism

Plagiarism is the act of misrepresenting someone else’s work as your own. Sometimes a writer plagiarizes work
on purpose—for instance, by purchasing an essay from a website and submitting it as original course work. In
other cases, a writer may commit accidental plagiarism due to carelessness, haste, or misunderstanding. To
avoid unintentional plagiarism, follow these guidelines:

• Understand what types of information must be cited.
• Understand what constitutes fair use of a source.
• Keep source materials and notes carefully organized.
• Follow guidelines for summarizing, paraphrasing, and quoting sources.

When to Cite

Any idea or fact taken from an outside source must be cited, in both the body of your paper and the references
list. The only exceptions are facts or general statements that are common knowledge. Common-knowledge facts
or general statements are commonly supported by and found in multiple sources. For example, a writer would not
need to cite the statement that most breads, pastas, and cereals are high in carbohydrates; this is well known and
well documented. However, if a writer explained in detail the differences among the chemical structures of
carbohydrates, proteins, and fats, a citation would be necessary. When in doubt, cite.

Fair Use

In recent years, issues related to the fair use of sources have been prevalent in popular culture. Recording artists,
for example, may disagree about the extent to which one has the right to sample another’s music. For academic
purposes, however, the guidelines for fair use are reasonably straightforward.

Writers may quote from or paraphrase material from previously published works without formally obtaining the
copyright holder’s permission. Fair use means that the writer legitimately uses brief excerpts from source material
to support and develop his or her own ideas. For instance, a columnist may excerpt a few sentences from a novel
when writing a book review. However, quoting or paraphrasing another’s work at excessive length, to the extent
that large sections of the writing are unoriginal, is not fair use.

As he worked on his draft, Jorge was careful to cite his sources correctly and not to rely excessively on any one
source. Occasionally, however, he caught himself quoting a source at great length. In those instances, he
highlighted the paragraph in question so that he could go back to it later and revise. Read the example, along with
Jorge’s revision.
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Summary

Heinz (2009) found that “subjects in the low-carbohydrate group (30% carbohydrates; 40% protein, 30% fat) had
a mean weight loss of 10 kg (22 lbs) over a 4-month period.” These results were “noticeably better than results for
subjects on a low-fat diet (45% carbohydrates, 35% protein, 20% fat)” whose average weight loss was only “7 kg
(15.4 lbs) in the same period.” From this, it can be concluded that “low-carbohydrate diets obtain more rapid
results.” Other researchers agree that “at least in the short term, patients following low-carbohydrate diets enjoy
greater success” than those who follow alternative plans (Johnson & Crowe, 2010).

After reviewing the paragraph, Jorge realized that he had drifted into unoriginal writing. Most of the paragraph was
taken verbatim from a single article. Although Jorge had enclosed the material in quotation marks, he knew it was
not an appropriate way to use the research in his paper.

Summary

Low-carbohydrate diets may indeed be superior to other diet plans for short-term weight loss. In a study
comparing low-carbohydrate diets and low-fat diets, Heinz (2009) found that subjects who followed a low-
carbohydrate plan (30% of total calories) for 4 months lost, on average, about 3 kilograms more than subjects
who followed a low-fat diet for the same time. Heinz concluded that these plans yield quick results, an idea
supported by a similar study conducted by Johnson and Crowe (2010). What remains to be seen, however, is
whether this initial success can be sustained for longer periods.

As Jorge revised the paragraph, he realized he did not need to quote these sources directly. Instead, he
paraphrased their most important findings. He also made sure to include a topic sentence stating the main idea of
the paragraph and a concluding sentence that transitioned to the next major topic in his essay.

Working with Sources Carefully

Disorganization and carelessness sometimes lead to plagiarism. For instance, a writer may be unable to provide
a complete, accurate citation if he didn’t record bibliographical information. A writer may cut and paste a passage
from a website into her paper and later forget where the material came from. A writer who procrastinates may
rush through a draft, which easily leads to sloppy paraphrasing and inaccurate quotations. Any of these actions
can create the appearance of plagiarism and lead to negative consequences.

Carefully organizing your time and notes is the best guard against these forms of plagiarism. Maintain a detailed
working bibliography and thorough notes throughout the research process. Check original sources again to clear
up any uncertainties. Allow plenty of time for writing your draft so there is no temptation to cut corners.

Writing at Work

Citing other people’s work appropriately is just as important in the workplace as it is in school. If you need to
consult outside sources to research a document you are creating, follow the general guidelines already
discussed, as well as any industry-specific citation guidelines. For more extensive use of others’ work—for
instance, requesting permission to link to another company’s website on your own corporate website—always
follow your employer’s established procedures.

Academic Integrity

The concepts and strategies discussed in this section of Chapter 12 “Writing a Research Paper” connect to a
larger issue—academic integrity. You maintain your integrity as a member of an academic community by
representing your work and others’ work honestly and by using other people’s work only in legitimately accepted
ways. It is a point of honor taken seriously in every academic discipline and career field.

Academic integrity violations have serious educational and professional consequences. Even when cheating and
plagiarism go undetected, they still result in a student’s failure to learn necessary research and writing skills.
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Students who are found guilty of academic integrity violations face consequences ranging from a failing grade to
expulsion from the university. Employees may be fired for plagiarism and do irreparable damage to their
professional reputation. In short, it is never worth the risk.

Key Takeaways

• An effective research paper focuses on the writer’s ideas. The introduction and conclusion present and
revisit the writer’s thesis. The body of the paper develops the thesis and related points with information
from research.

• Ideas and information taken from outside sources must be cited in the body of the paper and in the
references section.

• Material taken from sources should be used to develop the writer’s ideas. Summarizing and
paraphrasing are usually most effective for this purpose.

• A summary concisely restates the main ideas of a source in the writer’s own words.
• A paraphrase restates ideas from a source using the writer’s own words and sentence structures.
• Direct quotations should be used sparingly. Ellipses and brackets must be used to indicate words that

were omitted or changed for conciseness or grammatical correctness.
• Always represent material from outside sources accurately.
• Plagiarism has serious academic and professional consequences. To avoid accidental plagiarism, keep

research materials organized, understand guidelines for fair use and appropriate citation of sources, and
review the paper to make sure these guidelines are followed.
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WRITING ANXIETY

Read the following article, which explains writer’s block and other writing anxieties and
what you can do to be a more confident writer:

• Writing Anxiety

Licensing & AttributionsLicensing & Attributions

CC licensed content, Shared previouslyCC licensed content, Shared previously

• Writing Anxiety. Authored byAuthored by: The Writing Center. Provided byProvided by: University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. Located atLocated at: http://writingcenter.unc.edu/handouts/writing-anxiety/. LicenseLicense: CC BY-NC-ND: Attribution-
NonCommercial-NoDerivatives

WRITING THE DRAFT

This section will help you write the draft.
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INTRODUCTIONS

Read the following article, which explains the function of introductions and provides tips on how to write them
effectively:

• Introductions
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DEVELOPING UNIFIED AND COHERENT
PARAGRAPHS

A paragraph is unified when every sentence develops the point made in the topic sentence. It must have a single
focus and it must contain no irrelevant facts. Every sentence must contribute to the paragraph by explaining,
exemplifying, or expanding the topic sentence. In order to determine whether a paragraph is well developed or
not, ask yourself: “What main point am I trying to convey here?” (topic sentence) and then “Does every sentence
clearly relate to this idea?”

There are several ways in which you can build good, clear paragraphs. This section will discuss three of the most
common types of paragraph structure: development by detail, comparison and contrast, and process. Finally, it
will suggest that most paragraphs are built of a combination of development strategies.

Paragraph Development by Detail

This is the most common and easiest form of paragraph development: you simply expand on a general topic
sentence using specific examples or illustrations. Look at the following paragraph (you may have encountered it
before):

Work tends to be associated with non-work-specific environments, activities, and schedules. If asked what
space is reserved for learning, many students would suggest the classroom, the lab or the library. What
about the kitchen? The bedroom? In fact, any room in which a student habitually studies becomes a learning
space, or a place associated with thinking. Some people need to engage in sports or other physical activity
before they can work successfully. Being sedentary seems to inspire others. Although most classes are
scheduled between 8:30 and 22:00, some students do their best work before the sun rises, some after it
sets. Some need a less flexible schedule than others, while a very few can sit and not rise until their task is
completed. Some students work quickly and efficiently, while others cannot produce anything without much
dust and heat.

The topic sentence makes a general claim: that school work tends not to be associated only with school. The rest
of the sentences provide various illustrations of this argument. They are organised around the three categories,
“environment, activities, and schedules,” enumerated in the topic sentence. The details provide the concrete
examples which your reader will use to evaluate the credibility of your topic sentence.
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Paragraph Development by Comparison and Contrast

You should consider developing your paragraph by comparison and contrast when you are describing two or
more things which have something, but not everything, in common. You may choose to compare either point by
point (X is big, Y is little; X and Y are both purple.) or subject by subject (X is big and purple; Y is small and
purple.). Consider, for example, the following paragraph:

Although the interpretation of traffic signals may seem highly standardized, close observation reveals
regional variations across this country, distinguishing the East Coast from Central Canada and the West as
surely as dominant dialects or political inclinations. In Montreal, a flashing red traffic light instructs drivers to
careen even more wildly through intersections heavily populated with pedestrians and oncoming vehicles. In
startling contrast, an amber light in Calgary warns drivers to scream to a halt on the off chance that there
might be a pedestrian within 500 meters who might consider crossing at some unspecified time within the
current day. In my home town in New Brunswick, finally, traffic lights (along with painted lines and posted
speed limits) do not apply to tractors, all terrain vehicles, or pickup trucks, which together account for most
vehicles on the road. In fact, were any observant Canadian dropped from an alien space vessel at an
unspecified intersection anywhere in this vast land, he or she could almost certainly orient him-or-herself
according to the surrounding traffic patterns.

This paragraph compares traffic patterns in three areas of Canada. It contrasts the behaviour of drivers in the
Maritimes, in Montreal, and in Calgary, in order to make a point about how attitudes in various places inform
behaviour. People in these areas have in common the fact that they all drive; in contrast, they drive differently
according to the area in which they live.

It is important to note that the paragraph above considers only one aspect of driving (behaviour at traffic lights). If
you wanted to consider two or more aspects, you would probably need more than one paragraph.

Paragraph Development by Process

Paragraph development by process involves a straightforward step-by-step description. Those of you in the
sciences will recognise it as the formula followed in the “method” section of a lab experiment. Process description
often follows a chronological sequence:

The first point to establish is the grip of the hand on the rod. This should be about half-way up the cork
handle, absolutely firm and solid, but not tense or rigid. All four fingers are curved around the handle, the
little finger, third finger and middle finger contributing most of the firmness by pressing the cork solidly into
the fleshy part of the palm, near the heel of the hand. The forefinger supports and steadies the grip but
supplies its own firmness against the thumb, which should be along the upper side of the handle and
somewhere near the top of the grip. (from Roderick Haig- Brown, “Fly Casting”)

The topic sentence establishes that the author will use this paragraph to describe the process of establishing the
“grip of the hand on the rod,” and this is exactly what he does, point by point, with little abstraction.

Paragraph Development by Combination

Very often, a single paragraph will contain development by a combination of methods. It may begin with a brief
comparison, for example, and move on to provide detailed descriptions of the subjects being compared. A
process analysis might include a brief history of the process in question. Many paragraphs include lists of
examples:

The broad range of positive characteristics used to define males could be used to define females too, but
they are not. At its entry for woman Webster’s Third provides a list of “qualities considered distinctive of
womanhood”: “Gentleness, affection, and domesticity or on the other hand fickleness, superficiality, and
folly.” Among the “qualities considered distinctive of manhood” listed in the entry for man, no negative
attributes detract from the “courage, strength, and vigor” the definers associate with males. According to this
dictionary, womanish means “unsuitable to a man or to a strong character of either sex.”
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This paragraph is a good example of one which combines a comparison and contrast of contemporary notions of
“manliness” and “womanliness” with an extended list of examples.
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WRITING TOPIC SENTENCES

A topic sentence (also known as a focus sentence) encapsulates or organises an entire paragraph, and you
should be careful to include one in most of your major paragraphs. Although topic sentences may appear
anywhere in a paragraph, in academic essays they often appear at the beginning.

It might be helpful to think of a topic sentence as working in two directions simultaneously. It relates the paragraph
to the essay’s thesis, and thereby acts as a signpost for the argument of the paper as a whole, but it also defines
the scope of the paragraph itself. For example, consider the following topic sentence:

Many fast-food chains make their profits from adding a special ingredient called “forget sauce” to their foods.

If this sentence controls the paragraph that follows, then all sentences in the paragraph must relate in some way
to fast food, profit, and “forget sauce”:

Made largely from edible oil products, this condiment is never listed on the menu.

This sentence fits in with the topic sentence because it is a description of the composition of “forget sauce.”

In addition, this well-kept industry secret is the reason why ingredients are never listed on the packaging of
victuals sold by these restaurants.

The transitional phrase “In addition” relates the composition of “forget sauce” to secret fast-food industry
practices.

“Forget sauce” has a chemical property which causes temporary amnesia in consumers.

Now the paragraph moves on to the short-term effect on consumers:

After spending too much money on barely edible food bereft of any nutritional value, most consumers swear
they will never repeat such a disagreeable experience.

This sentence describes its longer-term effects:

Within a short period, however, the chemical in “forget sauce” takes effect, and they can be depended upon
to return and spend, older but no wiser.

Finally, I finish the paragraph by “proving” the claim contained in the topic sentence, that many fast-food chains
make their profits from adding a special ingredient called “forget sauce” to their foods.

Analyzing a Topic Sentence

Topic sentences often act like tiny thesis statements. Like a thesis statement, a topic sentence makes a claim of
some sort. As the thesis statement is the unifying force in the essay, so the topic sentence must be the unifying
force in the paragraph. Further, as is the case with the thesis statement, when the topic sentence makes a claim,
the paragraph which follows must expand, describe, or prove it in some way. Topic sentences make a point and
give reasons or examples to support it.

Consider the last paragraph about topic sentences, beginning with the topic sentence itself:
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Topic sentences often act like tiny thesis statements.

This is my claim, or the point I will prove in the following paragraph. All the sentences that follow this topic
sentence must relate to it in some way.

Like a thesis statement, a topic sentence makes a claim of some sort. As the thesis statement is the unifying
force in the essay, so the topic sentence must be the unifying force in the paragraph.

These two sentences show how the reader can compare thesis statements and topic sentences: they both make
a claim and they both provide a focus for the writing which follows.

Further, as is the case with the thesis statement, when the topic sentence makes a claim, the paragraph
which follows must expand, describe, or prove it in some way.

Using the transitional word “further” to relate this sentence to those preceding it, I expand on my topic sentence
by suggesting ways a topic sentence is related to the sentences that follow it.

Topic sentences make a point and give reasons or examples to support it.

Finally, I wrap up the paragraph by stating exactly how topic sentences act rather like tiny thesis statements.
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TRANSITIONS

Read the following article, which will help you create more effective transitions:

• Transitions

Licensing & AttributionsLicensing & Attributions

CC licensed content, Shared previouslyCC licensed content, Shared previously

• Transitions. Authored byAuthored by: The Writing Center. Provided byProvided by: University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. Located atLocated at: http://writingcenter.unc.edu/handouts/transitions/. LicenseLicense: CC BY-NC-ND: Attribution-NonCommercial-
NoDerivatives

WRITING INTRODUCTORY AND CONCLUDING
PARAGRAPHS

Learning Objectives

1. Recognize the importance of strong introductory and concluding paragraphs.
2. Learn to engage the reader immediately with the introductory paragraph.
3. Practice concluding your essays in a more memorable way.

Picture your introduction as a storefront window: You have a certain amount of space to attract your customers
(readers) to your goods (subject) and bring them inside your store (discussion). Once you have enticed them with
something intriguing, you then point them in a specific direction and try to make the sale (convince them to accept
your thesis).
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Your introduction is an invitation to your readers to consider what you have to say and then to follow your train of
thought as you expand upon your thesis statement.

An introduction serves the following purposes:

1. Establishes your voice and tone, or your attitude, toward the subject
2. Introduces the general topic of the essay
3. States the thesis that will be supported in the body paragraphs

First impressions are crucial and can leave lasting effects in your reader’s mind, which is why the introduction is
so important to your essay. If your introductory paragraph is dull or disjointed, your reader probably will not have
much interest in continuing with the essay.

Attracting Interest in Your Introductory Paragraph

Your introduction should begin with an engaging statement devised to provoke your readers’ interest. In the next
few sentences, introduce them to your topic by stating general facts or ideas about the subject. As you move
deeper into your introduction, you gradually narrow the focus, moving closer to your thesis. Moving smoothly and
logically from your introductory remarks to your thesis statement can be achieved using a funnel technique, as
illustrated in the diagram in Figure 9.1 “Funnel Technique”.

Figure 9.1 Funnel Technique

Exercise 1

On a separate sheet of paper, jot down a few general remarks that you can make about the topic for which you
formed a thesis in Section 9.1 “Developing a Strong, Clear Thesis Statement”.
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Immediately capturing your readers’ interest increases the chances of having them read what you are about to
discuss. You can garner curiosity for your essay in a number of ways. Try to get your readers personally involved
by doing any of the following:

• Appealing to their emotions
• Using logic
• Beginning with a provocative question or opinion
• Opening with a startling statistic or surprising fact
• Raising a question or series of questions
• Presenting an explanation or rationalization for your essay
• Opening with a relevant quotation or incident
• Opening with a striking image
• Including a personal anecdote

Tip

Remember that your diction, or word choice, while always important, is most crucial in your introductory
paragraph. Boring diction could extinguish any desire a person might have to read through your discussion.
Choose words that create images or express action. For more information on diction, see Chapter 4 “Working with
Words: Which Word Is Right?”.

In Chapter 8 “The Writing Process: How Do I Begin?”, you followed Mariah as she moved through the writing
process. In this chapter, Mariah writes her introduction and conclusion for the same essay. Mariah incorporates
some of the introductory elements into her introductory paragraph, which she previously outlined in Chapter 8
“The Writing Process: How Do I Begin?”. Her thesis statement is underlined.

Tip

If you have trouble coming up with a provocative statement for your opening, it is a good idea to use a relevant,
attention-grabbing quote about your topic. Use a search engine to find statements made by historical or significant
figures about your subject.

Writing at Work

In your job field, you may be required to write a speech for an event, such as an awards banquet or a dedication
ceremony. The introduction of a speech is similar to an essay because you have a limited amount of space to
attract your audience’s attention. Using the same techniques, such as a provocative quote or an interesting
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statistic, is an effective way to engage your listeners. Using the funnel approach also introduces your audience to
your topic and then presents your main idea in a logical manner.

Exercise 2

Reread each sentence in Mariah’s introductory paragraph. Indicate which techniques she used and comment on
how each sentence is designed to attract her readers’ interest.

Writing a Conclusion

It is not unusual to want to rush when you approach your conclusion, and even experienced writers may fade. But
what good writers remember is that it is vital to put just as much attention into the conclusion as in the rest of the
essay. After all, a hasty ending can undermine an otherwise strong essay.

A conclusion that does not correspond to the rest of your essay, has loose ends, or is unorganized can unsettle
your readers and raise doubts about the entire essay. However, if you have worked hard to write the introduction
and body, your conclusion can often be the most logical part to compose.

The Anatomy of a Strong Conclusion

Keep in mind that the ideas in your conclusion must conform to the rest of your essay. In order to tie these
components together, restate your thesis at the beginning of your conclusion. This helps you assemble, in an
orderly fashion, all the information you have explained in the body. Repeating your thesis reminds your readers of
the major arguments you have been trying to prove and also indicates that your essay is drawing to a close. A
strong conclusion also reviews your main points and emphasizes the importance of the topic.

The construction of the conclusion is similar to the introduction, in which you make general introductory
statements and then present your thesis. The difference is that in the conclusion you first paraphrase, or state in
different words, your thesis and then follow up with general concluding remarks. These sentences should
progressively broaden the focus of your thesis and maneuver your readers out of the essay.

Many writers like to end their essays with a final emphatic statement. This strong closing statement will cause
your readers to continue thinking about the implications of your essay; it will make your conclusion, and thus your
essay, more memorable. Another powerful technique is to challenge your readers to make a change in either their
thoughts or their actions. Challenging your readers to see the subject through new eyes is a powerful way to ease
yourself and your readers out of the essay.

Tip

When closing your essay, do not expressly state that you are drawing to a close. Relying on statements such as
in conclusion, it is clear that, as you can see, or in summation is unnecessary and can be considered trite.

Tip

It is wise to avoid doing any of the following in your conclusion:

• Introducing new material
• Contradicting your thesis
• Changing your thesis
• Using apologies or disclaimers

Introducing new material in your conclusion has an unsettling effect on your reader. When you raise new points,
you make your reader want more information, which you could not possibly provide in the limited space of your
final paragraph.
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Contradicting or changing your thesis statement causes your readers to think that you do not actually have a
conviction about your topic. After all, you have spent several paragraphs adhering to a singular point of view.
When you change sides or open up your point of view in the conclusion, your reader becomes less inclined to
believe your original argument.

By apologizing for your opinion or stating that you know it is tough to digest, you are in fact admitting that even
you know what you have discussed is irrelevant or unconvincing. You do not want your readers to feel this way.
Effective writers stand by their thesis statement and do not stray from it.

Exercise 3

On a separate sheet of a paper, restate your thesis from Note 9.52 “Exercise 2” of this section and then make
some general concluding remarks. Next, compose a final emphatic statement. Finally, incorporate what you have
written into a strong conclusion paragraph for your essay.

Collaboration

Please share with a classmate and compare your answers

Mariah incorporates some of these pointers into her conclusion. She has paraphrased her thesis statement in the
first sentence.

Tip

Make sure your essay is balanced by not having an excessively long or short introduction or conclusion. Check
that they match each other in length as closely as possible, and try to mirror the formula you used in each.
Parallelism strengthens the message of your essay.

Writing at Work

On the job you will sometimes give oral presentations based on research you have conducted. A concluding
statement to an oral report contains the same elements as a written conclusion. You should wrap up your
presentation by restating the purpose of the presentation, reviewing its main points, and emphasizing the
importance of the material you presented. A strong conclusion will leave a lasting impression on your audience.

Key Takeaways

• A strong opening captures your readers’ interest and introduces them to your topic before you present
your thesis statement.
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• An introduction should restate your thesis, review your main points, and emphasize the importance of
the topic.

• The funnel technique to writing the introduction begins with generalities and gradually narrows your
focus until you present your thesis.

• A good introduction engages people’s emotions or logic, questions or explains the subject, or provides a
striking image or quotation.

• Carefully chosen diction in both the introduction and conclusion prevents any confusing or boring ideas.
• A conclusion that does not connect to the rest of the essay can diminish the effect of your paper.
• The conclusion should remain true to your thesis statement. It is best to avoid changing your tone or

your main idea and avoid introducing any new material.
• Closing with a final emphatic statement provides closure for your readers and makes your essay more

memorable.
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ACKNOWLEDGING SOURCES AND AVOIDING
PLAGIARISM

Acknowledgment of Sources is a Rhetorical Act

To an inexperienced writer, citing and documenting sources may seem like busywork. Yet, when you cite your
external sources in the text of your paper and when you document them at the end of your piece in a list of works
cited or a bibliography, you are performing a rhetorical act. Complete and accurate citing and documenting of all
external sources help writers achieve three very important goals:

1. It enhances your credibility as a writer. By carefully and accurately citing your external sources in the text
and by documenting them at the end of your paper you show your readers that you are serious about
your subject, your research, and the argument which you are making in your paper. You demonstrate
that you have studied your subject in sufficient depth, and by reading credible and authoritative sources.

2. It helps you to avoid plagiarism. Plagiarism is trying to pass someone else’s ideas or writing as your own.
It is a serious offense that can damage the reputation of a writer forever and lead to very serious
consequences if committed in an academic or professional setting. Later on in the chapter, we will
discuss plagiarism and ways to avoid it in detail.

3. The presence of complete citations of sources in your paper will help you demonstrate to your readers
that you are an active participant in the community of readers, writers, researchers, and learners. It
shows that you are aware of the conversations that are going on among writers and researchers in your
field and that you are willing to enter those conversations by researching and writing about the subjects
that interest you. By providing enough information about the sources which you used in you own
research and writing, you give other interested readers the opportunity to find out more about your
subject and, thus, to enter in a conversation with you.

The Logic and Structure of a Source Citation

Every time writers cite and document their sources, they do it in two places in the paper—in the text itself and at
the end of the paper, in a list of works cited or bibliography. A citation is incomplete and, by and large, useless to
the readers, if either of the parts is missing. Consider the following example, in which I cite an academic journal
article using the Modern Language Association citation system. Please note that I give this example at this point
in the chapter only to demonstrate the two parts of a citation. Later on, we will discuss how to cite and document
different kinds of sources using different documentation systems, in full detail.
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In-text citations

In-text citations are also known as parenthetical citations or parenthetical references because, at the end of the
citation, parentheses are used. In her essay “If Winston Weather Would Just Write to Me on E-mail,” published in
the journal College Composition and Communication, writer and teacher Wendy Bishop shares her thoughts on
the nature of writing: “[I see…writing as a mixture of mess and self-discipline, of self-history [and] cultural history.”
(101).

The Citation in the List of Works Cited

Bishop, Wendy. “If Winston Weather Would Just Write to Me on E-mail.” College Composition and
Communication. 46.1 (1995): 97-103.

The reasons why each citation, regardless of the type of source and the documentation system being used has
two parts are simple. Writers acknowledge and document external sources for several reasons. One of these
reasons is to give their readers enough information and enable them, if necessary, to find the same source which
the paper mentions. Therefore, if we look at the kinds of information provided in the citation (page numbers, titles,
authors, publishers, and publication dates), it becomes clear that this information is sufficient to locate the source
in the library, bookstore, or online.

When to Cite and Document Sources

The brief answer to this question is “always.” Every time you use someone else’s ideas, arguments, opinions, or
data, you need to carefully acknowledge their author and source. Keep in mind that you are not just borrowing
others’ words when you use sources in your writing. You are borrowing ideas. Therefore, even if you are not
directly citing the source, but paraphrase or summarize it, you still need to cite it both in the text and at the end of
the paper in a list of works cited or in a list of references.

The only exception is when you are dealing with what is known as “common knowledge.” Common knowledge
consists of facts that are so widely known that they do not require a source reference. For instance, if you say in
your writing that the Earth rotates around the Sun or that Ronald Reagan was a US President, you do not need to
cite the sources of this common knowledge formally.

Avoiding Plagiarism

Plagiarism is a problem that exists not only on college, university, and high school campuses. In recent years,
several high profile cases, some involving famous writers and journalists have surfaced, in which the these writers
were accused of either presenting someone else work as their own or fabricating works based on fictitious or
unreliable research.

With the advent of the Internet, it has become relatively easy to download complete papers. Various people and
organizations, sometimes masquerading as “writing consultants” promise students that they would write a paper
on any subject and of any level of complexity for a hefty fee. Clearly, the use of such services by student writers is
dishonest and dishonorable. If your college or university is like mine, it probably has adopted strict policies for
dealing with plagiarizing writers. Punishments for intentional plagiarism are severe and may include not only a
failing grade for the class but even an expulsion from the university.

In addition to intentional plagiarism, there is also the unintentional kind. Experience shows that beginning writers’
work sometimes include passages which could be called plagiarized because such writers often do not know how
to cite and document external sources properly or do not understand that importance of following proper citation
practices.

Observing the following practices will help you avoid plagiarism:

As you research, keep careful notes of your sources. As you take notes for your research project, keep track of
what materials in those notes comes from external sources and what material is yours. Keep track of all your
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sources, including interviews and surveys, photographs and drawings, personal e-mails and conversations. Be
sure to record the following information:

• Author
• Title
• Date of publication
• Publisher

Remember that when you use external sources, you are borrowing not the words of another writer, but his or her
ideas, theories, and opinions. Therefore, even if you summarize or paraphrase a source, be sure to give it full
credit. Writers used to have to record this information on separate note cards. However, with the proliferation of
online and other electronic tools which allow us to keep track of our research, the task of recording and reflecting
on source-related information has become easier.

Major Citation Systems

In this part of the chapter, I will explain the major citation and documentation systems which you are likely to
encounter in your writing for college classes and beyond. The information in this section is not meant to be
memorized. Instead, I encourage you to use this material as a reference source, when you are writing a paper
and need to cite and document sources correctly, using one of the systems described below, refer to this chapter.

Please note that the following sections include only the basic information about each of the citation styles. There
are plenty of excellent sources explaining and illustrating the differences between citation systems. I recommend
the cite of the Online Writing Center at Purdue University.

Conclusion

Avoiding plagiarism and acknowledging your external sources completely and accurately are vital parts of the
writing process. Your credibility as a writer and the reception that you work will receive from readers may depend
on how well you acknowledge your sources. By following the guidelines presented in this chapter and by seeking
out more knowledge about the rules of citing and documenting from the publications listed in this chapter, you will
become a more competent, more professional, and more credible writer.
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CITING SOURCES

This section will help you cite your sources.

CITING AND REFERENCING TECHNIQUES

Learning Objective

1. Apply American Psychological Association (APA) style formatting guidelines for citations.
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This section covers the nitty-gritty details of in-text citations. You will learn how to format citations for different
types of source materials, whether you are citing brief quotations, paraphrasing ideas, or quoting longer
passages. You will also learn techniques you can use to introduce quoted and paraphrased material effectively.
Keep this section handy as a reference to consult while writing the body of your paper.

Formatting Cited Material: The Basics

As noted in previous sections of this book, in-text citations usually provide the name of the author(s) and the year
the source was published. For direct quotations, the page number must also be included. Use past-tense verbs
when introducing a quote—“Smith found…” and not “Smith finds.…”

Formatting Brief Quotations

For brief quotations—fewer than forty words—use quotation marks to indicate where the quoted material begins
and ends, and cite the name of the author(s), the year of publication, and the page number where the quotation
appears in your source. Remember to include commas to separate elements within the parenthetical citation.
Also, avoid redundancy. If you name the author(s) in your sentence, do not repeat the name(s) in your
parenthetical citation. Review following the examples of different ways to cite direct quotations.

Chang (2008) emphasized that “engaging in weight-bearing exercise consistently is one of the single best
things women can do to maintain good health” (p. 49).

The author’s name can be included in the body of the sentence or in the parenthetical citation. Note that when a
parenthetical citation appears at the end of the sentence, it comes afterafter the closing quotation marks and beforebefore
the period. The elements within parentheses are separated by commas.

Weight Training for Women (Chang, 2008) claimed that “engaging in weight-bearing exercise consistently is
one of the single best things women can do to maintain good health” (p. 49).

Weight Training for Women claimed that “engaging in weight-bearing exercise consistently is one of the
single best things women can do to maintain good health” (Chang, 2008, p. 49).

Including the title of a source is optional.

In Chang’s 2008 text Weight Training for Women, she asserts, “Engaging in weight-bearing exercise is one
of the single best things women can do to maintain good health” (p. 49).

The author’s name, the date, and the title may appear in the body of the text. Include the page number in the
parenthetical citation. Also, notice the use of the verb asserts to introduce the direct quotation.

“Engaging in weight-bearing exercise,” Chang asserts, “is one of the single best things women can do to
maintain good health” (2008, p. 49).

You may begin a sentence with the direct quotation and add the author’s name and a strong verb before
continuing the quotation.

Formatting Paraphrased and Summarized Material

When you paraphrase or summarize ideas from a source, you follow the same guidelines previously provided,
except that you are not required to provide the page number where the ideas are located. If you are summing up
the main findings of a research article, simply providing the author’s name and publication year may suffice, but if
you are paraphrasing a more specific idea, consider including the page number.

Read the following examples.

Chang (2008) pointed out that weight-bearing exercise has many potential benefits for women.
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Here, the writer is summarizing a major idea that recurs throughout the source material. No page reference is
needed.

Chang (2008) found that weight-bearing exercise could help women maintain or even increase bone density
through middle age and beyond, reducing the likelihood that they will develop osteoporosis in later life (p.
86).

Although the writer is not directly quoting the source, this passage paraphrases a specific detail, so the writer
chose to include the page number where the information is located.

Tip

Although APA style guidelines do not require writers to provide page numbers for material that is not directly
quoted, your instructor may wish you to do so when possible. Check with your instructor about his or her
preferences.

Formatting Longer Quotations

When you quote a longer passage from a source—forty words or more—use a different format to set off the
quoted material. Instead of using quotation marks, create a block quotation by starting the quotation on a new line
and indented five spaces from the margin. Note that in this case, the parenthetical citation comes afterafter the period
that ends the sentence. Here is an example:

In recent years, many writers within the fitness industry have emphasized the ways in which women can
benefit from weight-bearing exercise, such as weightlifting, karate, dancing, stair climbing, hiking, and
jogging. Chang (2008) found that engaging in weight-bearing exercise regularly significantly reduces
women’s risk of developing osteoporosis. Additionally, these exercises help women maintain muscle mass
and overall strength, and many common forms of weight-bearing exercise, such as brisk walking or stair
climbing, also provide noticeable cardiovascular benefits. (p. 93)

Exercise 1

Review the places in your paper where you cited, quoted, and paraphrased material from a source with a single
author. Edit your citations to ensure that

• each citation includes the author’s name, the date of publication, and, where appropriate, a page
reference;

• parenthetical citations are correctly formatted;
• longer quotations use the block-quotation format.

If you are quoting a passage that continues into a second paragraph, indent five spaces again in the first line of
the second paragraph. Here is an example:

In recent years, many writers within the fitness industry have emphasized the ways in which women can
benefit from weight-bearing exercise, such as weightlifting, karate, dancing, stair climbing, hiking, and
jogging. Chang (2008) found that engaging in weight-bearing exercise regularly significantly reduces
women’s risk of developing osteoporosis. Additionally, these exercises help women maintain muscle mass
and overall strength, and many common forms of weight-bearing exercise, such as brisk walking or stair
climbing, also provide noticeable cardiovascular benefits.

It is important to note that swimming cannot be considered a weight-bearing exercise, since the water
supports and cushions the swimmer. That doesn’t mean swimming isn’t great exercise, but it should be
considered one part of an integrated fitness program. (p. 93)
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Tip

Be wary of quoting from sources at length. Remember, your ideas should drive the paper, and quotations should
be used to support and enhance your points. Make sure any lengthy quotations that you include serve a clear
purpose. Generally, no more than 10–15 percent of a paper should consist of quoted material.

Introducing Cited Material Effectively

Including an introductory phrase in your text, such as “Jackson wrote” or “Copeland found,” often helps you
integrate source material smoothly. This citation technique also helps convey that you are actively engaged with
your source material. Unfortunately, during the process of writing your research paper, it is easy to fall into a rut
and use the same few dull verbs repeatedly, such as “Jones said,” “Smith stated,” and so on.

Punch up your writing by using strong verbs that help your reader understand how the source material presents
ideas. There is a world of difference between an author who “suggests” and one who “claims,” one who
“questions” and one who “criticizes.” You do not need to consult your thesaurus every time you cite a source, but
do think about which verbs will accurately represent the ideas and make your writing more engaging. The
following chart shows some possibilities.

Strong Verbs for Introducing Cited MaterialStrong Verbs for Introducing Cited Material

ask suggest question

explain assert claim

recommend compare contrast

propose hypothesize believe

insist argue find

determine measure assess

evaluate conclude study

warn point out sum up

Exercise 2

Review the citations in your paper once again. This time, look for places where you introduced source material
using a signal phrase in your sentence.

1. Highlight the verbs used in your signal phrases, and make note of any that seem to be overused
throughout the paper.

2. Identify at least three places where a stronger verb could be used.
3. Make the edits to your draft.

Writing at Work

It is important to accurately represent a colleague’s ideas or communications in the workplace. When writing
professional or academic papers, be mindful of how the words you use to describe someone’s tone or ideas carry
certain connotations. Do not say a source argues a particular point unless an argument is, in fact, presented. Use
lively language, but avoid language that is emotionally charged. Doing so will ensure you have represented your
colleague’s words in an authentic and accurate way.
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Formatting In-Text Citations for Other Source Types

These sections discuss the correct format for various types of in-text citations. Read them through quickly to get a
sense of what is covered, and then refer to them again as needed.

Print Sources

This section covers books, articles, and other print sources with one or more authors.

A Work by One Author

For a print work with one author, follow the guidelines provided in Chapter 13 “APA and MLA Documentation and
Formatting”, Section 13.1 “Formatting a Research Paper”. Always include the author’s name and year of
publication. Include a page reference whenever you quote a source directly. (See also the guidelines presented
earlier in this chapter about when to include a page reference for paraphrased material.)

Chang (2008) emphasized that “engaging in weight-bearing exercise consistently is one of the single best
things women can do to maintain good health” (p. 49).

Chang (2008) pointed out that weight-bearing exercise has many potential benefits for women.

Two or More Works by the Same Author

At times, your research may include multiple works by the same author. If the works were published in different
years, a standard in-text citation will serve to distinguish them. If you are citing multiple works by the same author
published in the same year, include a lowercase letter immediately after the year. Rank the sources in the order
they appear in your references section. The source listed first includes an a after the year, the source listed
second includes a b, and so on.

Rodriguez (2009a) criticized the nutrition-supplement industry for making unsubstantiated and sometimes
misleading claims about the benefits of taking supplements. Additionally, he warned that consumers
frequently do not realize the potential harmful effects of some popular supplements (Rodriguez, 2009b).

Tip

If you have not yet created your references section, you may not be sure which source will appear first. See “APA
and MLA Documentation and Formatting” and “Creating a References Section” for guidelines—or assign each
source a temporary code and highlight the in-text citations so you remember to double-check them later on.

Works by Authors with the Same Last Name

If you are citing works by different authors with the same last name, include each author’s initials in your citation,
whether you mention them in the text or in parentheses. Do so even if the publication years are different.

J. S. Williams (2007) believes nutritional supplements can be a useful part of some diet and fitness
regimens. C. D. Williams (2008), however, believes these supplements are overrated.

According to two leading researchers, the rate of childhood obesity exceeds the rate of adult obesity (K.
Connelley, 2010; O. Connelley, 2010).

Studies from both A. Wright (2007) and C. A. Wright (2008) confirm the benefits of diet and exercise on
weight loss.
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A Work by Two Authors

When two authors are listed for a given work, include both authors’ names each time you cite the work. If you are
citing their names in parentheses, use an ampersand (&) between them. (Use the word and, however, if the
names appear in your sentence.)

As Garrison and Gould (2010) pointed out, “It is never too late to quit smoking. The health risks associated
with this habit begin to decrease soon after a smoker quits” (p. 101).

As doctors continue to point out, “It is never too late to quit smoking. The health risks associated with this
habit begin to decrease soon after a smoker quits” (Garrison & Gould, 2010, p. 101).

A Work by Three to Five Authors

If the work you are citing has three to five authors, list all the authors’ names the first time you cite the source. In
subsequent citations, use the first author’s name followed by the abbreviation et al. (Et al. is short for et alia, the
Latin phrase for “and others.”)

Henderson, Davidian, and Degler (2010) surveyed 350 smokers aged 18 to 30.

One survey, conducted among 350 smokers aged 18 to 30, included a detailed questionnaire about
participants’ motivations for smoking (Henderson, Davidian, & Degler, 2010).

Note that these examples follow the same ampersand conventions as sources with two authors. Again, use the
ampersand only when listing authors’ names in parentheses.

As Henderson et al. (2010) found, some young people, particularly young women, use smoking as a means
of appetite suppression.

Disturbingly, some young women use smoking as a means of appetite suppression (Henderson et al., 2010).

Note how the phrase et al. is punctuated. No period comes after et, but al. gets a period because it is an
abbreviation for a longer Latin word. In parenthetical references, include a comma after et al. but not before.
Remember this rule by mentally translating the citation to English: “Henderson and others, 2010.”

A Work by Six or More Authors

If the work you are citing has six or more authors, list only the first author’s name, followed by et al., in your in-text
citations. The other authors’ names will be listed in your references section.

Researchers have found that outreach work with young people has helped reduce tobacco use in some
communities (Costello et al., 2007).

A Work Authored by an Organization

When citing a work that has no individual author(s) but is published by an organization, use the organization’s
name in place of the author’s name. Lengthy organization names with well-known abbreviations can be
abbreviated. In your first citation, use the full name, followed by the abbreviation in square brackets. Subsequent
citations may use the abbreviation only.

It is possible for a patient to have a small stroke without even realizing it (American Heart Association [AHA],
2010).

Another cause for concern is that even if patients realize that they have had a stroke and need medical
attention, they may not know which nearby facilities are best equipped to treat them (AHA, 2010).
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Exercise 3

1. Review the places in your paper where you cited material from a source with multiple authors or with an
organization as the author. Edit your citations to ensure that each citation follows APA guidelines for the
inclusion of the authors’ names, the use of ampersands and et al., the date of publication, and, where
appropriate, a page reference.

2. Mark any additional citations within your paper that you are not sure how to format based on the
guidelines provided so far. You will revisit these citations after reading the next few sections.

A Work with No Listed Author

If no author is listed and the source cannot be attributed to an organization, use the title in place of the author’s
name. You may use the full title in your sentence or use the first few words—enough to convey the key ideas—in
a parenthetical reference. Follow standard conventions for using italics or quotations marks with titles:

• Use italics for titles of books or reports.
• Use quotation marks for titles of articles or chapters.

“Living With Diabetes: Managing Your Health” (2009) recommends regular exercise for patients with
diabetes.

Regular exercise can benefit patients with diabetes (“Living with Diabetes,” 2009).

Rosenhan (1973) had mentally healthy study participants claim to be experiencing hallucinations so they
would be admitted to psychiatric hospitals.

A Work Cited within Another Work

To cite a source that is referred to within another secondary source, name the first source in your sentence. Then,
in parentheses, use the phrase as cited in and the name of the second source author.

Rosenhan’s study “On Being Sane in Insane Places” (as cited in Spitzer, 1975) found that psychiatrists
diagnosed schizophrenia in people who claimed to be experiencing hallucinations and sought
treatment—even though these patients were, in fact, imposters.

Two or More Works Cited in One Reference

At times, you may provide more than one citation in a parenthetical reference, such as when you are discussing
related works or studies with similar results. List the citations in the same order they appear in your references
section, and separate the citations with a semicolon.

Some researchers have found serious flaws in the way Rosenhan’s study was conducted (Dawes, 2001;
Spitzer, 1975).

Both of these researchers authored works that support the point being made in this sentence, so it makes sense
to include both in the same citation.

A Famous Text Published in Multiple Editions

In some cases, you may need to cite an extremely well-known work that has been repeatedly republished or
translated. Many works of literature and sacred texts, as well as some classic nonfiction texts, fall into this
category. For these works, the original date of publication may be unavailable. If so, include the year of
publication or translation for your edition. Refer to specific parts or chapters if you need to cite a specific section.
Discuss with your instructor whether he or she would like you to cite page numbers in this particular instance.
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In New Introductory Lectures on Psycho-Analysis, Freud explains that the “manifest content” of a
dream—what literally takes place—is separate from its “latent content,” or hidden meaning (trans. 1965,
lecture XXIX).

Here, the student is citing a classic work of psychology, originally written in German and later translated to
English. Since the book is a collection of Freud’s lectures, the student cites the lecture number rather than a page
number.

An Introduction, Foreword, Preface, or Afterword

To cite an introduction, foreword, preface, or afterword, cite the author of the material and the year, following the
same format used for other print materials.

Electronic Sources

Whenever possible, cite electronic sources as you would print sources, using the author, the date, and where
appropriate, a page number. For some types of electronic sources—for instance, many online articles—this
information is easily available. Other times, however, you will need to vary the format to reflect the differences in
online media.

Online Sources without Page Numbers

If an online source has no page numbers but you want to refer to a specific portion of the source, try to locate
other information you can use to direct your reader to the information cited. Some websites number paragraphs
within published articles; if so, include the paragraph number in your citation. Precede the paragraph number with
the abbreviation for the word paragraph and the number of the paragraph (e.g., para. 4).

As researchers have explained, “Incorporating fresh fruits and vegetables into one’s diet can be a challenge
for residents of areas where there are few or no easily accessible supermarkets” (Smith & Jones, 2006,
para. 4).

Even if a source does not have numbered paragraphs, it is likely to have headings that organize the content. In
your citation, name the section where your cited information appears, followed by a paragraph number.

The American Lung Association (2010) noted, “After smoking, radon exposure is the second most common
cause of lung cancer” (What Causes Lung Cancer? section, para. 2).

This student cited the appropriate section heading within the website and then counted to find the specific
paragraph where the cited information was located.

If an online source has no listed author and no date, use the source title and the abbreviation n.d. in your
parenthetical reference.

It has been suggested that electromagnetic radiation from cellular telephones may pose a risk for developing
certain cancers (“Cell Phones and Cancer,” n.d.).

Personal Communication

For personal communications, such as interviews, letters, and e-mails, cite the name of the person involved,
clarify that the material is from a personal communication, and provide the specific date the communication took
place. Note that while in-text citations correspond to entries in the references section, personal communications
are an exception to this rule. They are cited only in the body text of your paper.

J. H. Yardley, M.D., believes that available information on the relationship between cell phone use and
cancer is inconclusive (personal communication, May 1, 2009).
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Writing at Work

At work, you may sometimes share information resources with your colleagues by photocopying an interesting
article or forwarding the URL of a useful website. Your goal in these situations and in formal research citations is
the same. The goal is to provide enough information to help your professional peers locate and follow up on
potentially useful information. Provide as much specific information as possible to achieve that goal, and consult
with your professor as to what specific style he or she may prefer.

Exercise 4

Revisit the problem citations you identified in Note 13.55 “Exercise 3″—for instance, sources with no listed author
or other oddities. Review the guidelines provided in this section and edit your citations for these kinds of sources
according to APA guidelines.

Key Takeaways

• In APA papers, in-text citations include the name of the author(s) and the year of publication whenever
possible.

• Page numbers are always included when citing quotations. It is optional to include page numbers when
citing paraphrased material; however, this should be done when citing a specific portion of a work.

• When citing online sources, provide the same information used for print sources if it is available.
• When a source does not provide information that usually appears in a citation, in-text citations should

provide readers with alternative information that would help them locate the source material. This may
include the title of the source, section headings and paragraph numbers for websites, and so forth.

• When writing a paper, discuss with your professor what particular standards he or she would like you to
follow.

Licensing & AttributionsLicensing & Attributions

CC licensed content, Shared previouslyCC licensed content, Shared previously

• Successful Writing Section 13.2: Citing and Referencing Techniques. Authored byAuthored by: Anonymous. Located atLocated at: http://2012books.lardbucket.org/books/successful-writing/s17-02-citing-and-referencing-techniq.html. LicenseLicense:
CC BY-NC-SA: Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike

HOW PLAGIARISM OCCURS

To discuss professionalism and writing, we should begin with the most obvious problem: plagiarism. Outright
plagiarism is always a serious offense, and, when professors forgive it, it is usually because they see it as a
terribly dumb and desperate act. In a composition class that I taught, I once had a foolish student plagiarize from
someone in the same section (then he was surprised that I noticed—duh), and in the hallways I have heard
students talk about “getting away with” blatant plagiarism on papers. Further, there are ample websites (I will not
supply their URLs here, natch) where lazy students can download ready- made papers and turn them in for their
classes. (Savvy professors can track down these papers readily, of course, perhaps by submitting a suspicious
paper to http://turnitin.com/, a website devoted to helping teachers check submitted papers for originality.)

However, as a writing tutor for 20 years I discussed this issue almost daily with students, and I am convinced that
many students plagiarize “accidentally”—that is, they fail to cite information they took from a source because they
quickly, if tentatively, assess that the information they chose resides in a “gray area,” and thus it might not need to
be cited. They reason, “Why bother if I’m unsure?”, or “Why risk doing it poorly?” Further, students frequently
oversimplify this issue by rationalizing that the information appeared in an encyclopedia or in several books and
therefore it need not be cited. In one case, I had a student say to me, “If it’s on the internet, by definition, it’s
common knowledge, and therefore I don’t have to cite it.” Such thinking causes me pain.

What such writers must realize is that one’s use and citation of sources has to be both reflective and discerning.
The quality and context of your sources matter just as much as their content, and you are obliged always to

197197

http://2012books.lardbucket.org/books/successful-writing/s17-02-citing-and-referencing-techniq.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/


assess that quality and consider whether and how best to establish that context. Your readers— especially your
professors—will naturally be assessing quality and context in the act of reading, and they will expect you to have
done the same. When using web- based sources, the responsibility to cite your material conscientiously remains,
and in fact your responsibility to assess the credibility of the information increases simply because the material did
in fact appear on the web.

Further, if you see in-text citation of sources as a final, merely trivial step to writing rather than as an integral part,
you are bound to slip up somewhere in your citation practice or lose track of the relationship between your own
ideas and those of your sources. I am always surprised at the number of students who sit down with me to review
a “complete” paper draft, yet with no sources cited. “Oh, I do that last,” they say, then during our tutorials we
invariably encounter problems that can only be reconciled by a better handling of source material. Stated simply,
using sources well in your paper is not a matter of mere mechanics; it is the art of blending source material within
the context of a focused argument as you write.

Unfortunately, the norm for many students is that they spend hours unreflectively surfing the web with an overly
broad research focus, or they quickly Xerox anything that looks relevant in the library, then, 24 or 12 hours before
the deadline, they sit down and start tapping madly into the word processor, sometimes simply lifting whole
paragraphs from their sources and hoping that it looks like their own work, loudly assuring themselves and their
friends that they “work best under pressure.” If this is your technique, you will find that it fails you miserably when
it comes to writing a thesis or working on a lengthy writing project on the job. Writing a long research paper in a
day is a bit like pulling an all-nighter on Christmas Eve to crochet a quilt—the end product looks hurried and
flimsy, and you can be sure that you have left many loose ends and produced a lousy Christmas gift.
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ANATOMY OF A WELL-CITED PARAGRAPH

Writing a paragraph with the sources properly cited can seem a tricky task at first, but the process is
straightforward enough, especially when we analyze an example. Writing a sound paragraph is really just a matter
of thinking clearly about a topic you have researched and transferring that thinking to the page. To illustrate, a tidy
sample paragraph follows, with the sources properly documented in the author-year system. Next, the genesis of
the paragraph is analyzed.

The millions of species of plants and animals on the earth have a phenomenal influence on the human
species. Not only do they provide a substantial amount of our food, they are of great value in medicine
and science. Over 60 percent of the purchases we make at the pharmacy contain substances that are
derived from wild organisms (Myers 2008). Studies of plants and animals have led to discoveries in
virtually all of the sciences, from biology and chemistry to psychology and astronomy (Wilson 2001).
Furthermore, plants and animals are vital to the maintenance of our ecosystem. Their diversity and
balance directly control food webs, nutrient diversity, supplies of fresh water, climate consistency, and
waste disposal (Eberly 1988). Finally, many species act as barometers of our environment. The
salmon, for example, is extremely sensitive to changes in the condition of the water in which it lives.
Any abnormality in population or behavior of fish usually indicates some type of chemical imbalance in
the water. The same is true of butterflies and their responses to the environment within prominent
agricultural areas. Clearly, the millions of species of plants and animals in the world are vital to the
continued thriving of the human population.

Now let’s walk through the paragraph and its use of sources. The first two sentences assert the author’s personal
view about the value of the world’s species (a view shaped by his research, no doubt), which he is about to back
up by using three recent sources. Next, the author cites a journal article (Myers) from which he extracted a
statistic (“over 60 percent of the purchases we make at the pharmacy”). Without this source cited, the reader
might believe that the author estimated loosely or simply relied on his memory for the statistic.

198198

https://www.e-education.psu.edu/styleforstudents/c5_p2.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/


The next source (Wilson) is cited because the paper author borrowed a general claim from a textbook by Wilson.
The author was at first not sure whether to cite the source, but he wisely decided that he should because he
realized that he had in fact had Wilson’s book open to a particular page and referred to it as he wrote the
sentence. The next source (Eberly) is cited because the author had browsed through a whole chapter of Eberly’s
book in order to compose the list in the sentence, usually using Eberly’s exact section headings from the chapter
as the list members.

The final examples of the salmon and the butterfly were based directly on the author’s personal experience of
working at a fish hatchery for a summer, so documenting sources was not an issue. The fact that the author finds
a way to tie this experiential knowledge in with his research is testimony to the fact that he is thinking as he writes
the paragraph. He blends his sources, but he does not allow them to do the thinking for him. More evidence of the
author’s control over his material resides in his transparent mid-paragraph transition sentence (beginning with
“Furthermore”), his labeling of species as “barometers” of the environment a few sentences later, and his closing
sentence, which wraps up the paragraph’s ideas neatly by making an affirmative and confident statement that
backs up his topic sentence and examples.

Not every paragraph should look exactly like this, of course, but every paragraph should be written with the same
kind of conscientiousness about how, when, and why the sources are cited.
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WHEN SOURCES MUST BE CITED

Information that always must be cited—whether web-based or print-based—includes:

• Quotations, opinions, and predictions, whether directly quoted or paraphrased.
• Statistics derived by the original author.
• Visuals in the original.
• Another author’s theories.
• Case studies.
• Another author’s direct experimental methods or results.
• Another author’s specialized research procedures or findings.

If you use specific information of the type just mentioned, document it; otherwise you could be plagiarizing. Better
safe than lazy. By citing the source of your information you point to an authority rather than ask your reader to
trust your memory or what might appear to be your own idea. Even though you can recall a statistic or a
description of a process, for example, citation of such information—if it came directly from a source—gives more
credibility to your writing and underscores the accuracy, timeliness, and even the potential bias of your
information. In short, be honest, smart, and safe.
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SAMPLE ASSIGNMENT: ANTI-PLAGIARISM

Read the following four paragraphs. They are from a research source, an article in The New Yorker magazine.
The other three are from student papers which attempt to use the article as an external source. As you read
consider the following questions:
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• Would you call the student’s passage or its parts plagiarized from the original? Why or why not?
• If any parts of the student’s passages are plagiarized what needs to be changed in order to avoid

plagiarism? Keep in mind that you may need to rewrite the whole Paragraph and not just make changes
in separate sentences.

• Which of the student passages will require more significant rewriting than others and why?

Source Paragraph

(from the article “Personality Plus,” by Malcolm Cladwell. New Yorker, Sept 20, 2004).

One of the most popular personality tests in the world is the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI), a
psychological- assessment system based on Carl Jung’s notion that people make sense of the world through
a series or psychological frames. Some people are extraverts, some are introverts. Some process
information through logical thought. Some are directed by their feelings. Some make sense of the world
through intuitive leaps. Others collect data through their senses.

Student Paragraph 1

The Myers-Briggs Test is a very popular way to assess someone’s personality type. Philosopher Carl Jung
believed that people make sense of the world in different ways. Some are extraverts and some and
introverts. According to this idea, people process information either by logical reasoning or through intuition
or feelings.

Student Paragraph 2

According to writer Malcolm Cladwell, One of the most popular personality tests in the world is the Myers-
Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI), a psychological-assessment system based on Carl Jung’s notion that people
make sense of the world through a series or psychological frames. Cladwell states that the test is based on
the idea by Carl Jung that people make sense of the world through a series of psychological frames.
According to Jung, some people are extroverts and some are introverts. Some process information through
logical input, and some through feelings. Some make sense of the world through intuitive leaps. Others
collect data through their senses.

Student Paragraph 3

One of the most popular personality tests in the world is the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI), a
psychological- assessment system based on Carl Jung’s notion that people make sense of the world through
a series or psychological frames (Cladwell 43). The test is based on Jung’s theory that people understand
the world differently. This is why we have extroverts and introverts and people who act either based on
reasoning or feelings (Cladwell).
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FAQS ABOUT CITING SOURCES

QQ: Suppose I can’t determine the author of a source, should I just cite “Anonymous”?
AA: This is an outmoded practice. If no author is listed but an affiliated organization is given, consider the name of
that organization to be the source, both in-text and on the references page.
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QQ: What if I can’t find either author or year? May I cite the source in-text just by its title?
AA: Typically, yes. Supply the title (or a shortened form of it) in-text in quotation marks, then give fuller bibliographic
information on the references page.

QQ: When citing web sources, should I give the URL within the text itself?
AA: No—this is non-standard and, frankly, comes off as pretty lame. Provide the URL on the references page, but
handle the in-text citation as you would any other, providing author-year or source number. Unless the nature of
the source as being web-based is highly relevant to context, the reader in the act of reading should be virtually
unaware (no pun intended) that you are using a web source. Never attempt an in-text citation with something as
informal and downright silly as “According to the internet . . .”

QQ: Suppose a web page has nothing but a title on it, and I have no idea who authored it?
AA: Then you would provide only that information available, in particular the URL and the date accessed, on your
references page. As always, be sure to carefully assess the page’s quality and credibility too.

QQ: What about information obtained verbally from a credible source?
AA: In-text, handle the citation as you normally would, giving author-year or source number; on the references
page, follow the person’s name with his or her title or affiliation (you could even supply the party’s mailing
address), then the words “personal communication.”

QQ: What if I’m citing e-mail, or a newsgroup, or a gopher site, or a CD-ROM? How do I handle this on the
references page?
AA: For such specialized concerns, you need to consult a more specific style guide. Online, I can
recommend online! a reference guide to using internet sources.

QQ: I’m trying to return to a page I visited last week, and I get error messages. How do I find it?
AA: After rechecking your typing, try truncating a portion of the URL. Cutting off the end of the address frequently
takes you back to the page’s author and you can try relocating from there. Of course, the page might indeed be
gone, entirely eliminated from cyberspace.

QQ: How important is a small detail such as punctuation on my references page?
AA: Consistency within your document is what matters. Professors rarely deduct points over such small issues, but
they do expect you to pay close attention to them and be consistent in your practices.

QQ: Suppose I’m citing an author who cited someone else? Do I cite the original author or just the one I read?
AA: You should only formally cite the author that you actually read, although a narrative mention of the other source
within an in-text sentence is often appropriate. For example: “Kunkle (2001) reports that a 1998 study by Edmund
Eberly revealed . . .” Of course, if time permits and the circumstances suggest you should, you might try to track
down the original source and interpret it for yourself.

QQ: Are footnotes “in” or “out”?
AA: They’re definitely “out.” Try to avoid them. Journals rarely use them, preferring an endnotes page with
explanatory notes at the end of the text. Even this practice is rare except in scholarly works, where the author
chooses to offer explanatory side discussions.

QQ: What’s the difference between a references page and a bibliography?
AA: A references page contains only those references that were directly cited in the text. A bibliography page is
more of a reading list—it contains references referred to in the text plus the chief publications that you consulted
in a general way. Some people—even some professors—use the two terms loosely and interchangeably, but
journals tend to follow the distinction I just provided.

QQ: What if I can’t find a source in the library, but the computer tells me it’s on the shelves?
AA: Ask a librarian (this answer applies to questions I haven’t listed here as well). My experience is that most
librarians are terribly helpful and kind to serious, respectful students.

QQ: I’m old-fashioned and I still believe in books, so can you recommend some print resources to answer specific
questions about citing web sources?
AA: Good for you. I highly recommend Electronic Style: A Guide to Citing Electronic Information, by Xia Li and
Nancy B. Crane. Also, the most modern library editions of major style guides (The MLA Style Manual and Guide
to Scholarly Publishing; The Chicago Manual of Style) have thorough information and discussion on citing web
sources.
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STANDARD STYLE AND DOCUMENTATION
SYSTEMS

This section will help you apply standard style and documentation systems.

USING MODERN LANGUAGE ASSOCIATION (MLA)
STYLE

Learning Objectives

1. Identify the major components of a research paper written using MLA style.
2. Apply general Modern Language Association (MLA) style and formatting conventions in a research

paper.

We have addressed American Psychological Association (APA) style, as well as the importance of giving credit
where credit is due, so now let’s turn our attention to the formatting and citation style of the Modern Language
Association, known as MLA style.

MLA style is often used in the liberal arts and humanities. Like APA style, it provides a uniform framework for
consistency across a document in several areas. MLA style provides a format for the manuscript text and
parenthetical citations, or in-text citations. It also provides the framework for the works cited area for references at
the end of the essay. MLA style emphasizes brevity and clarity. As a student writer, it is to your advantage to be
familiar with both major styles, and this section will outline the main points of MLA as well as offer specific
examples of commonly used references. Remember that your writing represents you in your absence. The correct
use of a citation style demonstrates your attention to detail and ability to produce a scholarly work in an
acceptable style, and it can help prevent the appearance or accusations of plagiarism.

If you are taking an English, art history, or music appreciation class, chances are that you will be asked to write an
essay in MLA format. One common question goes something like “What’s the difference?” referring to APA and
MLA style, and it deserves our consideration. The liberal arts and humanities often reflect works of creativity that
come from individual and group effort, but they may adapt, change, or build on previous creative works. The
inspiration to create something new, from a song to a music video, may contain elements of previous works.
Drawing on your fellow artists and authors is part of the creative process, and so is giving credit where credit is
due.

A reader interested in your subject wants not only to read what you wrote but also to be aware of the works that
you used to create it. Readers want to examine your sources to see if you know your subject, to see if you missed
anything, or if you offer anything new and interesting. Your new or up-to-date sources may offer the reader
additional insight on the subject being considered. It also demonstrates that you, as the author, are up-to-date on
what is happening in the field or on the subject. Giving credit where it is due enhances your credibility, and the
MLA style offers a clear format to use.

202202

https://www.e-education.psu.edu/styleforstudents/c5_p17.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/


Uncredited work that is incorporated into your own writing is considered plagiarism. In the professional world,
plagiarism results in loss of credibility and often compensation, including future opportunities. In a classroom
setting, plagiarism results in a range of sanctions, from loss of a grade to expulsion from a school or university. In
both professional and academic settings, the penalties are severe. MLA offers artists and authors a systematic
style of reference, again giving credit where credit is due, to protect MLA users from accusations of plagiarism.

MLA style uses a citation in the body of the essay that links to the works cited page at the end. The in-text citation
is offset with parentheses, clearly calling attention to itself for the reader. The reference to the author or title is like
a signal to the reader that information was incorporated from a separate source. It also provides the reader with
information to then turn to the works cited section of your essay (at the end) where they can find the complete
reference. If you follow the MLA style, and indicate your source both in your essay and in the works cited section,
you will prevent the possibility of plagiarism. If you follow the MLA guidelines, pay attention to detail, and clearly
indicate your sources, then this approach to formatting and citation offers a proven way to demonstrate your
respect for other authors and artists.

Five Reasons to Use MLA Style

1. To demonstrate your ability to present a professional, academic essay in the correct style
2. To gain credibility and authenticity for your work
3. To enhance the ability of the reader to locate information discussed in your essay
4. To give credit where credit is due and prevent plagiarism
5. To get a good grade or demonstrate excellence in your writing

Before we transition to specifics, please consider one word of caution: consistency. If you are instructed to use
the MLA style and need to indicate a date, you have options. For example, you could use an international or a US
style:

• International style:International style: 18 May 1980 (day/month/year)
• US style:US style: May 18, 1980 (month/day/year)

If you are going to the US style, be consistent in its use. You’ll find you have the option on page 83 of the MLA
Handbook for Writers of Research Papers, 7th edition. You have many options when writing in English as the
language itself has several conventions, or acceptable ways of writing particular parts of speech or information.

You are welcome to look in the MLA Handbook and see there is one preferred style or convention (you will also
find the answer at end of this section marked by an asterisk [*]). Now you may say to yourself that you won’t write
that term and it may be true, but you will come to a term or word that has more than one way it can be written. In
that case, what convention is acceptable in MLA style? This is where the MLA Handbook serves as an invaluable
resource. Again, your attention to detail and the professional presentation of your work are aspects of learning to
write in an academic setting.

Now let’s transition from a general discussion on the advantages of MLA style to what we are required to do to
write a standard academic essay. We will first examine a general “to do” list, then review a few “do not”
suggestions, and finally take a tour through a sample of MLA features. Links to sample MLA papers are located at
the end of this section.

General MLA List

1. Use standard white paper (8.5 × 11 inches).
2. Double space the essay and quotes.
3. Use Times New Roman 12-point font.
4. Use one-inch margins on all sides
5. Indent paragraphs (five spaces or 1.5 inches).
6. Include consecutive page numbers in the upper-right corner.
7. Use italics to indicate a title, as in Writing for Success.
8. On the first page, place your name, course, date, and instructor’s name in the upper-left corner.
9. On the first page, place the title centered on the page, with no bold or italics and all words capitalized.

10. On all pages, place the header, student’s name + one space + page number, 1.5 inches from the top,
aligned on the right.
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Tip

Depending on your field of study, you may sometimes write research papers in either APA or MLA style.
Recognize that each has its advantages and preferred use in fields and disciplines. Learn to write and reference
in both styles with proficiency.

Title Block Format

You never get a second chance to make a first impression, and your title block (not a separate title page; just a
section at the top of the first page) makes an impression on the reader. If correctly formatted with each element of
information in its proper place, form, and format, it says to the reader that you mean business, that you are a
professional, and that you take your work seriously, so it should, in turn, be seriously considered. Your title block
in MLA style contributes to your credibility. Remember that your writing represents you in your absence, and the
title block is the tailored suit or outfit that represents you best. That said, sometimes a separate title page is
necessary, but it is best both to know how to properly format a title block or page in MLA style and to ask your
instructor if it is included as part of the assignment.

Your name

Instructor

Course number

Date

Title of Paper

Paragraphs and Indentation

Make sure you indent five spaces (from the left margin). You’ll see that the indent offsets the beginning of a new
paragraph. We use paragraphs to express single ideas or topics that reinforce our central purpose or thesis
statement. Paragraphs include topic sentences, supporting sentences, and conclusion or transitional sentences
that link paragraphs together to support the main focus of the essay.

Tables and Illustrations

Place tables and illustrations as close as possible to the text they reinforce or complement. Here’s an example of
a table in MLA.

Table 13.2

Sales Figures by YearSales Figures by Year Sales Amount ($)Sales Amount ($)

2007 100,000

2008 125,000

2009 185,000

2010 215,000

As we can see in Table 13.2, we have experienced significant growth since 2008.

204204



This example demonstrates that the words that you write and the tables, figures, illustrations, or images that you
include should be next to each other in your paper.

Parenthetical Citations

You must cite your sources as you use them. In the same way that a table or figure should be located right next to
the sentence that discusses it (see the previous example), parenthetical citations, or citations enclosed in
parenthesis that appear in the text, are required. You need to cite all your information. If someone else wrote it,
said it, drew it, demonstrated it, or otherwise expressed it, you need to cite it. The exception to this statement is
common, widespread knowledge. For example, if you search online for MLA resources, and specifically MLA
sample papers, you will find many similar discussions on MLA style. MLA is a style and cannot be copyrighted
because it is a style, but the seventh edition of the MLA Handbook can be copyright protected. If you reference a
specific page in that handbook, you need to indicate it. If you write about a general MLA style issue that is
commonly covered or addressed in multiple sources, you do not. When in doubt, reference the specific resource
you used to write your essay.

Your in-text, or parenthetical, citations should do the following:

• Clearly indicate the specific sources also referenced in the works cited
• Specifically identify the location of the information that you used
• Keep the citation clear and concise, always confirming its accuracy

Works Cited Page

After the body of your paper comes the works cited page. It features the reference sources used in your essay.
List the sources alphabetically by last name, or list them by title if the author is not known as is often the case of
web-based articles. You will find links to examples of the works cited page in several of the sample MLA essays
at the end of this section.

As a point of reference and comparison to our APA examples, let’s examine the following three citations and the
order of the information needed.

CitationCitation
TypeType

MLA StyleMLA Style APA StyleAPA Style

Website
Author’s Last Name, First Name. Title of the website.
Publication Date. Name of Organization (if applicable).
Date you accessed the website. <URL>.

Author’s Last Name, First Initial. (Date of
publication). Title of document. Retrieved
from URL

Online
article

Author’s Last Name, First Name. “Title of Article.” Title
of the website. Date of publication. Organization that
provides the website. Date you accessed the website.

Author’s Last name, First Initial. (Date of
publication). Title of article. Title of
Journal, Volume(Issue). Retrieved from
URL

Book
Author’s Last Name, First Name. Title of the Book.
Place of Publication: Publishing Company, Date of
publication.

Author’s Last Name, First Initial. (Date of
publication). Title of the book. Place of
Publication: Publishing Company.

Note: The items listed include proper punctuation and capitalization according to the style’s guidelines.Note: The items listed include proper punctuation and capitalization according to the style’s guidelines.

Exercise 1

In Chapter 13 “APA and MLA Documentation and Formatting”, Section 13.1 “Formatting a Research Paper”, you
created a sample essay in APA style. After reviewing this section and exploring the resources linked at the end of
the section (including California State University–Sacramento’s clear example of a paper in MLA format), please
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convert your paper to MLA style using the formatting and citation guidelines. You may find it helpful to use online
applications that quickly, easily, and at no cost convert your citations to MLA format.

Exercise 2

Please convert the APA-style citations to MLA style. You may find that online applications can quickly, easily, and
at no cost convert your citations to MLA format. There are several websites and applications available free (or as
a free trial) that will allow you to input the information and will produce a correct citation in the style of your choice.
Consider these two sites:

• http://www.noodletools.com
• http://citationmachine.net

Hint: You may need access to the Internet to find any missing information required to correctly cite in MLA style.
This demonstrates an important difference between APA and MLA style—the information provided to the reader.

Sample Student Reference List in APA StyleSample Student Reference List in APA Style

1
Brent, D. A., Poling, K. D., & Goldstein, T. R. (2010). Treating depressed and suicidal
adolescents: A clinician’s guide. New York, NY: Guilford Press.

MLA

2
Dewan, S. (2007, September 17). Using crayons to exorcise Katrina. The New York Times.
Retrieved from http://www.nytimes.com/2007/09/17/arts/design/17ther.html

MLA

3
Freud, S. (1955). Beyond the pleasure principle. In The Complete Works of Sigmund Freud.
(Vol. XVII, pp. 3–66). London, England: Hogarth.

MLA

4
Henley, D. (2007). Naming the enemy: An art therapy intervention for children with bipolar
and comorbid disorders. Art Therapy: Journal of the American Art Therapy Association,
24(3), 104–110.

MLA

5
Hutson, M. (2008). Art therapy: The healing arts. Psychology Today. Retrieved from
http://www.psychologytoday.com/articles/200705/art-therapy-the-healing-arts

MLA

6
Isis, P. D., Bus, J., Siegel, C. A., & Ventura, Y. (2010). Empowering students through
creativity: Art therapy in Miami-Dade County Public Schools. Art Therapy: Journal of the
American Art Therapy Association, 27(2), 56–61.

MLA

7
Johnson, D. (1987). The role of the creative arts therapies in the diagnosis and treatment of
psychological trauma. The Arts in Psychotherapy, 14, 7–13.

MLA

8 Malchiodi, C. (2006). Art therapy sourcebook. New York, NY: McGraw-Hill.
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Sample Student Reference List in APA StyleSample Student Reference List in APA Style

MLA

9
Markel, R. (Producer). (2010). I’m an artist [Motion picture]. United States: Red Pepper
Films.

MLA

10
Kelley, S. J. (1984). The use of art therapy with sexually abused children. Journal of
Psychosocial Nursing and Mental Health, 22(12), 12–28.

MLA

11
Pifalo, T. (2008). Why art therapy? Darkness to light: Confronting child abuse with courage.
Retrieved from http://www.darkness2light.org/KnowAbout/articles_art_therapy.asp

MLA

12 Rubin, J. A. (2005). Child art therapy (25th ed.). New York, NY: Wiley.

MLA

13
Schimek, J. (1975). A critical re-examination of Freud’s concept of unconscious mental
representation. International Review of Psychoanalysis, 2, 171–187.

MLA

14 Strauss, M. B. (1999). No talk therapy for children and adolescents. New York, NY: Norton.

MLA

15
Thompson, T. (2008). Freedom from meltdowns: Dr. Thompson’s solutions for children with
autism. Baltimore, MD: Paul H. Brookes.

MLA

Useful Sources of Examples of MLA Style

• Arizona State University Libraries offers an excellent resource with clear examples.
◦ http://libguides.asu.edu/content.php?pid=122697&sid=1132964

• Purdue Online Writing Lab includes sample pages and works cited.
◦ http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/747/01

• California State University–Sacramento’s Online Writing Lab has an excellent visual description and
example of an MLA paper.

◦ http://www.csus.edu/owl/index/mla/mla_format.htm
• SUNY offers an excellent, brief, side-by-side comparison of MLA and APA citations.

◦ http://www.sunywcc.edu/LIBRARY/research/MLA_APA_08.03.10.pdf
• Cornell University Library provides comprehensive MLA information on its Citation Management website.

◦ http://www.library.cornell.edu/resrch/citmanage/mla
• The University of Kansas Writing Center is an excellent resource.

◦ http://www.writing.ku.edu/guides

* (a) is the correct answer to the question at the beginning of this section. The MLA Handbook prefers “twentieth
century.”
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Key Takeaways

• MLA style is often used in the liberal arts and humanities.
• MLA style emphasizes brevity and clarity.
• A reader interested in your subject wants not only to read what you wrote but also to be informed of the

works you used to create it.
• MLA style uses a citation in the body of the essay that refers to the works cited section at the end.
• If you follow MLA style, and indicate your source both in your essay and in the works cited section, you

will prevent the possibility of plagiarism.
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associat.html. LicenseLicense: CC BY-NC-SA: Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike

FORMATTING A RESEARCH PAPER

Formatting a Research Paper

Learning Objectives

1. Identify the major components of a research paper written using American Psychological Association
(APA) style.

2. Apply general APA style and formatting conventions in a research paper.

In this chapter, you will learn how to use APA style, the documentation and formatting style followed by the
American Psychological Association, as well as MLA style, from the Modern Language Association. There are a
few major formatting styles used in academic texts, including AMA, Chicago, and Turabian:

• AMA (American Medical Association) for medicine, health, and biological sciences
• APA (American Psychological Association) for education, psychology, and the social sciences
• Chicago—a common style used in everyday publications like magazines, newspapers, and books
• MLA (Modern Language Association) for English, literature, arts, and humanities
• Turabian—another common style designed for its universal application across all subjects and

disciplines

While all the formatting and citation styles have their own use and applications, in this chapter we focus our
attention on the two styles you are most likely to use in your academic studies: APA and MLA.

If you find that the rules of proper source documentation are difficult to keep straight, you are not alone. Writing a
good research paper is, in and of itself, a major intellectual challenge. Having to follow detailed citation and
formatting guidelines as well may seem like just one more task to add to an already-too-long list of requirements.

Following these guidelines, however, serves several important purposes. First, it signals to your readers that your
paper should be taken seriously as a student’s contribution to a given academic or professional field; it is the
literary equivalent of wearing a tailored suit to a job interview. Second, it shows that you respect other people’s
work enough to give them proper credit for it. Finally, it helps your reader find additional materials if he or she
wishes to learn more about your topic.

Furthermore, producing a letter-perfect APA-style paper need not be burdensome. Yes, it requires careful
attention to detail. However, you can simplify the process if you keep these broad guidelines in mind:

• Work ahead whenever you can.Work ahead whenever you can. Chapter 11 “Writing from Research: What Will I Learn?” includes tips for
keeping track of your sources early in the research process, which will save time later on.
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• Get it right the first time.Get it right the first time. Apply APA guidelines as you write, so you will not have much to correct during
the editing stage. Again, putting in a little extra time early on can save time later.

• Use the resources available to you.Use the resources available to you. In addition to the guidelines provided in this chapter, you may wish
to consult the APA website at http://www.apa.org or the Purdue University Online Writing lab at
http://owl.english.purdue.edu, which regularly updates its online style guidelines.

General Formatting Guidelines

This chapter provides detailed guidelines for using the citation and formatting conventions developed by the
American Psychological Association, or APA. Writers in disciplines as diverse as astrophysics, biology,
psychology, and education follow APA style. The major components of a paper written in APA style are listed in
the following box.

These are the major components of an APA-style paper:

1. Title page
2. Abstract
3. Body, which includes the following:

◦ Headings and, if necessary, subheadings to organize the content
◦ In-text citations of research sources

4. References page

All these components must be saved in one document, not as separate documents.

Title Page

The title page of your paper includes the following information:

• Title of the paper
• Author’s name
• Name of the institution with which the author is affiliated
• Header at the top of the page with the paper title (in capital letters) and the page number (If the title is

lengthy, you may use a shortened form of it in the header.)

List the first three elements in the order given in the previous list, centered about one third of the way down from
the top of the page. Use the headers and footers tool of your word-processing program to add the header, with
the title text at the left and the page number in the upper-right corner. Your title page should look like the following
example.
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Abstract

The next page of your paper provides an abstract, or brief summary of your findings. An abstract does not need to
be provided in every paper, but an abstract should be used in papers that include a hypothesis. A good abstract is
concise—about one hundred to one hundred fifty words—and is written in an objective, impersonal style. Your
writing voice will not be as apparent here as in the body of your paper. When writing the abstract, take a just-the-
facts approach, and summarize your research question and your findings in a few sentences.

In Chapter 12 “Writing a Research Paper”, you read a paper written by a student named Jorge, who researched
the effectiveness of low-carbohydrate diets. Read Jorge’s abstract. Note how it sums up the major ideas in his
paper without going into excessive detail.
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Exercise 1

Write an abstract summarizing your paper. Briefly introduce the topic, state your findings, and sum up what
conclusions you can draw from your research. Use the word count feature of your word-processing program to
make sure your abstract does not exceed one hundred fifty words.

Tip

Depending on your field of study, you may sometimes write research papers that present extensive primary
research, such as your own experiment or survey. In your abstract, summarize your research question and your
findings, and briefly indicate how your study relates to prior research in the field.

Margins, Pagination, and Headings

APA style requirements also address specific formatting concerns, such as margins, pagination, and heading
styles, within the body of the paper. Review the following APA guidelines.

Use these general guidelines to format the paper:

1. Set the top, bottom, and side margins of your paper at 1 inch.
2. Use double-spaced text throughout your paper.
3. Use a standard font, such as Times New Roman or Arial, in a legible size (10- to 12-point).
4. Use continuous pagination throughout the paper, including the title page and the references section.

Page numbers appear flush right within your header.
5. Section headings and subsection headings within the body of your paper use different types of

formatting depending on the level of information you are presenting. Additional details from Jorge’s
paper are provided.
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Exercise 2

Begin formatting the final draft of your paper according to APA guidelines. You may work with an existing
document or set up a new document if you choose. Include the following:
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• Your title page
• The abstract you created in Note 13.8 “Exercise 1”
• Correct headers and page numbers for your title page and abstract

Headings

APA style uses section headings to organize information, making it easy for the reader to follow the writer’s train
of thought and to know immediately what major topics are covered. Depending on the length and complexity of
the paper, its major sections may also be divided into subsections, sub-subsections, and so on. These smaller
sections, in turn, use different heading styles to indicate different levels of information. In essence, you are using
headings to create a hierarchy of information.

The following heading styles used in APA formatting are listed in order of greatest to least importance:

1. Section headings use centered, boldface type. Headings use title case, with important words in the
heading capitalized.

2. Subsection headings use left-aligned, boldface type. Headings use title case.
3. The third level uses left-aligned, indented, boldface type. Headings use a capital letter only for the first

word, and they end in a period.
4. The fourth level follows the same style used for the previous level, but the headings are boldfaced and

italicized.
5. The fifth level follows the same style used for the previous level, but the headings are italicized and notnot

boldfaced.

Visually, the hierarchy of information is organized as indicated in Table 13.1 “Section Headings”.

Table 13.1 Section Headings

Level of InformationLevel of Information Text ExampleText Example

Level 1 Heart DiseaseHeart Disease

Level 2 Lifestyle Factors That Reduce Heart Disease RiskLifestyle Factors That Reduce Heart Disease Risk

Level 3 Exercising regularly.Exercising regularly.

Level 4 Aerobic exercise.

Level 5 Country line dancing.

A college research paper may not use all the heading levels shown in Table 13.1 “Section Headings”, but you are
likely to encounter them in academic journal articles that use APA style. For a brief paper, you may find that level
1 headings suffice. Longer or more complex papers may need level 2 headings or other lower-level headings to
organize information clearly. Use your outline to craft your major section headings and determine whether any
subtopics are substantial enough to require additional levels of headings.

Exercise 3

Working with the document you developed in Note 13.11 “Exercise 2”, begin setting up the heading structure of
the final draft of your research paper according to APA guidelines. Include your title and at least two to three
major section headings, and follow the formatting guidelines provided above. If your major sections should be
broken into subsections, add those headings as well. Use your outline to help you.

Because Jorge used only level 1 headings, his Exercise 3 would look like the following:
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Level of InformationLevel of Information Text ExampleText Example

Level 1 Purported Benefits of Low-Carbohydrate DietsPurported Benefits of Low-Carbohydrate Diets

Level 1 Research on Low-Carbohydrate Diets and Weight LossResearch on Low-Carbohydrate Diets and Weight Loss

Level 1 Other Long-Term Health OutcomesOther Long-Term Health Outcomes

Level 1 ConclusionConclusion

Citation Guidelines

In-Text Citations

Throughout the body of your paper, include a citation whenever you quote or paraphrase material from your
research sources. As you learned in Chapter 11 “Writing from Research: What Will I Learn?”, the purpose of
citations is twofold: to give credit to others for their ideas and to allow your reader to follow up and learn more
about the topic if desired. Your in-text citations provide basic information about your source; each source you cite
will have a longer entry in the references section that provides more detailed information.

In-text citations must provide the name of the author or authors and the year the source was published. (When a
given source does not list an individual author, you may provide the source title or the name of the organization
that published the material instead.) When directly quoting a source, it is also required that you include the page
number where the quote appears in your citation.

This information may be included within the sentence or in a parenthetical reference at the end of the sentence,
as in these examples.

Epstein (2010) points out that “junk food cannot be considered addictive in the same way that we think of
psychoactive drugs as addictive” (p. 137).

Here, the writer names the source author when introducing the quote and provides the publication date in
parentheses after the author’s name. The page number appears in parentheses afterafter the closing quotation marks
and beforebefore the period that ends the sentence.

Addiction researchers caution that “junk food cannot be considered addictive in the same way that we think of
psychoactive drugs as addictive” (Epstein, 2010, p. 137).

Here, the writer provides a parenthetical citation at the end of the sentence that includes the author’s name, the
year of publication, and the page number separated by commas. Again, the parenthetical citation is placed afterafter
the closing quotation marks and beforebefore the period at the end of the sentence.

As noted in the book Junk Food, Junk Science (Epstein, 2010, p. 137), “junk food cannot be considered addictive
in the same way that we think of psychoactive drugs as addictive.”

Here, the writer chose to mention the source title in the sentence (an optional piece of information to include) and
followed the title with a parenthetical citation. Note that the parenthetical citation is placed beforebefore the comma that
signals the end of the introductory phrase.

David Epstein’s book Junk Food, Junk Science (2010) pointed out that “junk food cannot be considered addictive
in the same way that we think of psychoactive drugs as addictive” (p. 137).

Another variation is to introduce the author and the source title in your sentence and include the publication date
and page number in parentheses within the sentence or at the end of the sentence. As long as you have included
the essential information, you can choose the option that works best for that particular sentence and source.
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Citing a book with a single author is usually a straightforward task. Of course, your research may require that you
cite many other types of sources, such as books or articles with more than one author or sources with no
individual author listed. You may also need to cite sources available in both print and online and nonprint sources,
such as websites and personal interviews. Chapter 13 “APA and MLA Documentation and Formatting”, Section
13.2 “Citing and Referencing Techniques” and Section 13.3 “Creating a References Section” provide extensive
guidelines for citing a variety of source types.

Writing at Work

APA is just one of several different styles with its own guidelines for documentation, formatting, and language
usage. Depending on your field of interest, you may be exposed to additional styles, such as the following:

• MLA style.MLA style. Determined by the Modern Languages Association and used for papers in literature,
languages, and other disciplines in the humanities.

• Chicago style.Chicago style. Outlined in the Chicago Manual of Style and sometimes used for papers in the humanities
and the sciences; many professional organizations use this style for publications as well.

• Associated Press (AP) style.Associated Press (AP) style. Used by professional journalists.

References List

The brief citations included in the body of your paper correspond to the more detailed citations provided at the
end of the paper in the references section. In-text citations provide basic information—the author’s name, the
publication date, and the page number if necessary—while the references section provides more extensive
bibliographical information. Again, this information allows your reader to follow up on the sources you cited and do
additional reading about the topic if desired.

The specific format of entries in the list of references varies slightly for different source types, but the entries
generally include the following information:

• The name(s) of the author(s) or institution that wrote the source
• The year of publication and, where applicable, the exact date of publication
• The full title of the source
• For books, the city of publication
• For articles or essays, the name of the periodical or book in which the article or essay appears
• For magazine and journal articles, the volume number, issue number, and pages where the article

appears
• For sources on the web, the URL where the source is located

The references page is double spaced and lists entries in alphabetical order by the author’s last name. If an entry
continues for more than one line, the second line and each subsequent line are indented five spaces. Review the
following example.
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Tip

In APA style, book and article titles are formatted in sentence case, not title case. Sentence case means that only
the first word is capitalized, along with any proper nouns.

Key Takeaways

• Following proper citation and formatting guidelines helps writers ensure that their work will be taken
seriously, give proper credit to other authors for their work, and provide valuable information to readers.

• Working ahead and taking care to cite sources correctly the first time are ways writers can save time
during the editing stage of writing a research paper.

• APA papers usually include an abstract that concisely summarizes the paper.
• APA papers use a specific headings structure to provide a clear hierarchy of information.
• In APA papers, in-text citations usually include the name(s) of the author(s) and the year of publication.
• In-text citations correspond to entries in the references section, which provide detailed bibliographical

information about a source.
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CHICAGO MANUAL OF STYLE CITATION

Read the following article, which explains the Chicago Manual of Style approach to citing sources:

• Guide for Citing Resources: Chicago Manual of Style
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SAMPLE ASSIGNMENT: COMPARING
DOCUMENTATION STYLES

Directions:

1. Select three sources that you investigated when you began researching your paper and format them in
accordance with MLA bibliographic style.

2. Then, reformat them in accordance with APA and Chicago style. In three short paragraphs, compare and
contrast the resulting sets of entries.

Licensing & AttributionsLicensing & Attributions

CC licensed content, Shared previouslyCC licensed content, Shared previously

• ENGL 002: English Composition II. Provided byProvided by: Saylor Academy. Located atLocated at: http://www.saylor.org/courses/engl002/. LicenseLicense: CC BY: Attribution

COMPLETING THE DRAFT

This section will help you complete the draft.

SAMPLE ASSIGNMENT: DEVELOPING A FINISHED
DRAFT

Directions:

1. Use the outline and research notes that you have compiled to develop the draft of a research paper of
1200 to 1500 words (approximately five double-spaced pages).

2. After you have finalized your research and completed the full draft, you will have the opportunity to
review and revise your work to make it as polished as you can.
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MODULE 6: POLISHING YOUR
RESEARCH PAPER

INTRODUCTION TO POLISHING YOUR RESEARCH
PAPER

Now that you have completed the draft of your research paper, you will revise and polish it. Keep in mind that
writing is a process from the pre-writing phase to drafting to revising your essay. In this final unit, we will review
techniques for revising and improving your writing. In revising your paper, you will consider the use of diction,
sentence-level issues (e.g., transitional phrases, grammar, tone, etc.), paragraph-level problems (e.g., cohesion,
relating the paragraph back to your thesis), and incorporating proper format for MLA style.

Licensing & AttributionsLicensing & Attributions

CC licensed content, Shared previouslyCC licensed content, Shared previously

• Engl002: English Composition II. Provided byProvided by: Saylor Academy. Located atLocated at: http://www.saylor.org/courses/engl002/. LicenseLicense: CC BY: Attribution

REVIEW, REVISE, AND FINALIZE RESEARCH
PAPER

This section will help you review, revise, and finalize the research paper.

REVISING AND EDITING

Learning Objectives

1. Identify major areas of concern in the draft essay during revising and editing.
2. Use peer reviews and editing checklists to assist revising and editing.
3. Revise and edit the first draft of your essay and produce a final draft.

Revising and editing are the two tasks you undertake to significantly improve your essay. Both are very important
elements of the writing process. You may think that a completed first draft means little improvement is needed.
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However, even experienced writers need to improve their drafts and rely on peers during revising and editing. You
may know that athletes miss catches, fumble balls, or overshoot goals. Dancers forget steps, turn too slowly, or
miss beats. For both athletes and dancers, the more they practice, the stronger their performance will become.
Web designers seek better images, a more clever design, or a more appealing background for their web pages.
Writing has the same capacity to profit from improvement and revision.

Understanding the Purpose of Revising and Editing

Revising and editing allow you to examine two important aspects of your writing separately, so that you can give
each task your undivided attention.

• When you revise, you take a second look at your ideas. You might add, cut, move, or change information
in order to make your ideas clearer, more accurate, more interesting, or more convincing.

• When you edit, you take a second look at how you expressed your ideas. You add or change words. You
fix any problems in grammar, punctuation, and sentence structure. You improve your writing style. You
make your essay into a polished, mature piece of writing, the end product of your best efforts.

Tip

How do you get the best out of your revisions and editing? Here are some strategies that writers have developed
to look at their first drafts from a fresh perspective. Try them over the course of this semester; then keep using the
ones that bring results.

• Take a break. You are proud of what you wrote, but you might be too close to it to make changes. Set
aside your writing for a few hours or even a day until you can look at it objectively.

• Ask someone you trust for feedback and constructive criticism.
• Pretend you are one of your readers. Are you satisfied or dissatisfied? Why?
• Use the resources that your college provides. Find out where your school’s writing lab is located and ask

about the assistance they provide online and in person.

Many people hear the words critic, critical, and criticism and pick up only negative vibes that provoke feelings that
make them blush, grumble, or shout. However, as a writer and a thinker, you need to learn to be critical of
yourself in a positive way and have high expectations for your work. You also need to train your eye and trust
your ability to fix what needs fixing. For this, you need to teach yourself where to look.

Creating Unity and Coherence

Following your outline closely offers you a reasonable guarantee that your writing will stay on purpose and not
drift away from the controlling idea. However, when writers are rushed, are tired, or cannot find the right words,
their writing may become less than they want it to be. Their writing may no longer be clear and concise, and they
may be adding information that is not needed to develop the main idea.

When a piece of writing has unity, all the ideas in each paragraph and in the entire essay clearly belong and are
arranged in an order that makes logical sense. When the writing has coherence, the ideas flow smoothly. The
wording clearly indicates how one idea leads to another within a paragraph and from paragraph to paragraph.

Tip

Reading your writing aloud will often help you find problems with unity and coherence. Listen for the clarity and
flow of your ideas. Identify places where you find yourself confused, and write a note to yourself about possible
fixes.
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Creating Unity

Sometimes writers get caught up in the moment and cannot resist a good digression. Even though you might
enjoy such detours when you chat with friends, unplanned digressions usually harm a piece of writing.

Mariah stayed close to her outline when she drafted the three body paragraphs of her essay she tentatively titled
“Digital Technology: The Newest and the Best at What Price?” But a recent shopping trip for an HDTV upset her
enough that she digressed from the main topic of her third paragraph and included comments about the sales
staff at the electronics store she visited. When she revised her essay, she deleted the off-topic sentences that
affected the unity of the paragraph.

Read the following paragraph twice, the first time without Mariah’s changes, and the second time with them.

Exercise 1

1. Answer the following two questions about Mariah’s paragraph:
1. Do you agree with Mariah’s decision to make the deletions she made? Did she cut too much,

too little, or just enough? Explain.
2. Is the explanation of what screen resolution means a digression? Or is it audience friendly and

essential to understanding the paragraph? Explain.

Collaboration

Please share with a classmate and compare your answers.
2. Now start to revise the first draft of the essay you wrote in Section 8 “Writing Your Own First Draft”.

Reread it to find any statements that affect the unity of your writing. Decide how best to revise.

Tip

When you reread your writing to find revisions to make, look for each type of problem in a separate sweep. Read
it straight through once to locate any problems with unity. Read it straight through a second time to find problems
with coherence. You may follow this same practice during many stages of the writing process.
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Writing at Work

Many companies hire copyeditors and proofreaders to help them produce the cleanest possible final drafts of
large writing projects. Copyeditors are responsible for suggesting revisions and style changes; proofreaders
check documents for any errors in capitalization, spelling, and punctuation that have crept in. Many times, these
tasks are done on a freelance basis, with one freelancer working for a variety of clients.

Creating Coherence

Careful writers use transitions to clarify how the ideas in their sentences and paragraphs are related. These words
and phrases help the writing flow smoothly. Adding transitions is not the only way to improve coherence, but they
are often useful and give a mature feel to your essays. Table 8.3 “Common Transitional Words and Phrases”
groups many common transitions according to their purpose.

Table 8.3 Common Transitional Words and Phrases

Transitions That Show Sequence or TimeTransitions That Show Sequence or Time

after before later

afterward before long meanwhile

as soon as finally next

at first first, second, third soon

at last in the first place then

Transitions That Show PositionTransitions That Show Position

above across at the bottom

at the top behind below

beside beyond inside

near next to opposite

to the left, to the right, to the side under where

Transitions That Show a ConclusionTransitions That Show a Conclusion

indeed hence in conclusion

in the final analysis therefore thus

Transitions That Continue a Line of ThoughtTransitions That Continue a Line of Thought

consequently furthermore additionally

because besides the fact following this idea further

in addition in the same way moreover

looking further considering…, it is clear that
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Transitions That Change a Line of ThoughtTransitions That Change a Line of Thought

but yet however

nevertheless on the contrary on the other hand

Transitions That Show ImportanceTransitions That Show Importance

above all best especially

in fact more important most important

most worst

Transitions That Introduce the Final Thoughts in a Paragraph or EssayTransitions That Introduce the Final Thoughts in a Paragraph or Essay

finally last in conclusion

most of all least of all last of all

All-Purpose Transitions to Open Paragraphs or to Connect Ideas Inside ParagraphsAll-Purpose Transitions to Open Paragraphs or to Connect Ideas Inside Paragraphs

admittedly at this point certainly

granted it is true generally speaking

in general in this situation no doubt

no one denies obviously of course

to be sure undoubtedly unquestionably

Transitions that Introduce ExamplesTransitions that Introduce Examples

for instance for example

Transitions That Clarify the Order of Events or StepsTransitions That Clarify the Order of Events or Steps

first, second, third generally, furthermore, finally in the first place, also, last

in the first place, furthermore, finally in the first place, likewise, lastly

After Maria revised for unity, she next examined her paragraph about televisions to check for coherence. She
looked for places where she needed to add a transition or perhaps reword the text to make the flow of ideas clear.
In the version that follows, she has already deleted the sentences that were off topic.

Tip

Many writers make their revisions on a printed copy and then transfer them to the version on-screen. They
conventionally use a small arrow called a caret (^) to show where to insert an addition or correction.
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Exercise 2

1. Answer the following questions about Mariah’s revised paragraph.
1. Do you agree with the transitions and other changes that Mariah made to her paragraph?

Which would you keep and which were unnecessary? Explain.
2. What transition words or phrases did Mariah add to her paragraph? Why did she choose each

one?
3. What effect does adding additional sentences have on the coherence of the paragraph?

Explain. When you read both versions aloud, which version has a more logical flow of ideas?
Explain.

2. Now return to the first draft of the essay you wrote in Section 8 “Writing Your Own First Draft” and revise
it for coherence. Add transition words and phrases where they are needed, and make any other changes
that are needed to improve the flow and connection between ideas.

Being Clear and Concise

Some writers are very methodical and painstaking when they write a first draft. Other writers unleash a lot of
words in order to get out all that they feel they need to say. Do either of these composing styles match your style?
Or is your composing style somewhere in between? No matter which description best fits you, the first draft of
almost every piece of writing, no matter its author, can be made clearer and more concise.

If you have a tendency to write too much, you will need to look for unnecessary words. If you have a tendency to
be vague or imprecise in your wording, you will need to find specific words to replace any overly general
language.

Identifying Wordiness

Sometimes writers use too many words when fewer words will appeal more to their audience and better fit their
purpose. Here are some common examples of wordiness to look for in your draft. Eliminating wordiness helps all
readers, because it makes your ideas clear, direct, and straightforward.

• Sentences that begin withSentences that begin with There is oror There are..Wordy:Wordy: There are two major experiments that the
Biology Department sponsors.Revised:Revised: The Biology Department sponsors two major experiments.
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• Sentences with unnecessary modifiers.Sentences with unnecessary modifiers.Wordy:Wordy: Two extremely famous and well-known consumer
advocates spoke eloquently in favor of the proposed important legislation.Revised:Revised: Two well-known
consumer advocates spoke in favor of the proposed legislation.

• Sentences with deadwood phrases that add little to the meaning.Sentences with deadwood phrases that add little to the meaning. Be judicious when you use phrases
such as in terms of, with a mind to, on the subject of, as to whether or not, more or less, as far as…is
concerned, and similar expressions. You can usually find a more straightforward way to state your
point.Wordy:Wordy: As a world leader in the field of green technology, the company plans to focus its efforts in
the area of geothermal energy.A report as to whether or not to use geysers as an energy source is in the
process of preparation.Revised:Revised: As a world leader in green technology, the company plans to focus on
geothermal energy.A report about using geysers as an energy source is in preparation.

• Sentences in the passive voice or with forms of the verbSentences in the passive voice or with forms of the verb to be.. Sentences with passive-voice verbs often
create confusion, because the subject of the sentence does not perform an action. Sentences are
clearer when the subject of the sentence performs the action and is followed by a strong verb. Use
strong active-voice verbs in place of forms of to be, which can lead to wordiness. Avoid passive voice
when you can.Wordy:Wordy: It might perhaps be said that using a GPS device is something that is a benefit to
drivers who have a poor sense of direction.Revised:Revised: Using a GPS device benefits drivers who have a
poor sense of direction.

• Sentences with constructions that can be shortened.Sentences with constructions that can be shortened.Wordy:Wordy: The e-book reader, which is a recent
invention, may become as commonplace as the cell phone.My over-sixty uncle bought an e-book reader,
and his wife bought an e-book reader, too.Revised:Revised: The e-book reader, a recent invention, may become
as commonplace as the cell phone.My over-sixty uncle and his wife both bought e-book readers.

Exercise 3

Now return once more to the first draft of the essay you have been revising. Check it for unnecessary words. Try
making your sentences as concise as they can be.

Choosing Specific, Appropriate Words

Most college essays should be written in formal English suitable for an academic situation. Follow these principles
to be sure that your word choice is appropriate. For more information about word choice, see Chapter 4 “Working
with Words: Which Word Is Right?”.

• Avoid slang.Avoid slang. Find alternatives to bummer, kewl, and rad.
• Avoid language that is overly casual.Avoid language that is overly casual. Write about “men and women” rather than “girls and guys” unless

you are trying to create a specific effect. A formal tone calls for formal language.
• Avoid contractions.Avoid contractions. Use do not in place of don’t, I am in place of I’m, have not in place of haven’t, and so

on. Contractions are considered casual speech.
• Avoid clichés.Avoid clichés. Overused expressions such as green with envy, face the music, better late than never,

and similar expressions are empty of meaning and may not appeal to your audience.
• Be careful when you use words that sound alike but have different meanings.Be careful when you use words that sound alike but have different meanings. Some examples are

allusion/illusion, complement/compliment, council/counsel, concurrent/consecutive, founder/flounder,
and historic/historical. When in doubt, check a dictionary.

• Choose words with the connotations you want.Choose words with the connotations you want. Choosing a word for its connotations is as important in
formal essay writing as it is in all kinds of writing. Compare the positive connotations of the word proud
and the negative connotations of arrogant and conceited.

• Use specific words rather than overly general words.Use specific words rather than overly general words. Find synonyms for thing, people, nice, good, bad,
interesting, and other vague words. Or use specific details to make your exact meaning clear.

Now read the revisions Mariah made to make her third paragraph clearer and more concise. She has already
incorporated the changes she made to improve unity and coherence.
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Exercise 4

1. Answer the following questions about Mariah’s revised paragraph:
1. Read the unrevised and the revised paragraphs aloud. Explain in your own words how changes

in word choice have affected Mariah’s writing.
2. Do you agree with the changes that Mariah made to her paragraph? Which changes would you

keep and which were unnecessary? Explain. What other changes would you have made?
3. What effect does removing contractions and the pronoun you have on the tone of the

paragraph? How would you characterize the tone now? Why?
2. Now return once more to your essay in progress. Read carefully for problems with word choice. Be sure

that your draft is written in formal language and that your word choice is specific and appropriate.

Completing a Peer Review

After working so closely with a piece of writing, writers often need to step back and ask for a more objective
reader. What writers most need is feedback from readers who can respond only to the words on the page. When
they are ready, writers show their drafts to someone they respect and who can give an honest response about its
strengths and weaknesses.

You, too, can ask a peer to read your draft when it is ready. After evaluating the feedback and assessing what is
most helpful, the reader’s feedback will help you when you revise your draft. This process is called peer review.

You can work with a partner in your class and identify specific ways to strengthen each other’s essays. Although
you may be uncomfortable sharing your writing at first, remember that each writer is working toward the same
goal: a final draft that fits the audience and the purpose. Maintaining a positive attitude when providing feedback
will put you and your partner at ease. The box that follows provides a useful framework for the peer review
session.
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Questions for Peer Review

Title of essay:

Date:

Writer’s Name:

Peer Reviewer’s Name:

1. This essay is about:

2. Your main points in this essay are:

3. What I liked most about this essay is:

4. These three points struck me as your strongest:

Point:
Why:

Point:
Why:

Point:
Why:

5. These places in your essay are not clear to me:

Where:
Needs improvement because:

Where:
Needs improvement because:

Where:
Needs improvement because:

6. The one additional change you could make that would improve this essay significantly is:

Writing at Work

One of the reasons why word-processing programs build in a reviewing feature is that workgroups have become a
common feature in many businesses. Writing is often collaborative, and the members of a workgroup and their
supervisors often critique group members’ work and offer feedback that will lead to a better final product.

Exercise 5

Exchange essays with a classmate and complete a peer review of each other’s draft in progress. Remember to
give positive feedback and to be courteous and polite in your responses. Focus on providing one positive
comment and one question for more information to the author.
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Using Feedback Objectively

The purpose of peer feedback is to receive constructive criticism of your essay. Your peer reviewer is your first
real audience, and you have the opportunity to learn what confuses and delights a reader so that you can improve
your work before sharing the final draft with a wider audience (or your intended audience).

It may not be necessary to incorporate every recommendation your peer reviewer makes. However, if you start to
observe a pattern in the responses you receive from peer reviewers, you might want to take that feedback into
consideration in future assignments. For example, if you read consistent comments about a need for more
research, then you may want to consider including more research in future assignments.

Using Feedback from Multiple Sources

You might get feedback from more than one reader as you share different stages of your revised draft. In this
situation, you may receive feedback from readers who do not understand the assignment or who lack your
involvement with and enthusiasm for it.

You need to evaluate the responses you receive according to two important criteria:

1. Determine if the feedback supports the purpose of the assignment.
2. Determine if the suggested revisions are appropriate to the audience.

Then, using these standards, accept or reject revision feedback.

Exercise 6

Work with two partners. Go back to Note 8.81 “Exercise 4” in this lesson and compare your responses to Activity
A, about Mariah’s paragraph, with your partners’. Recall Mariah’s purpose for writing and her audience. Then,
working individually, list where you agree and where you disagree about revision needs.

Editing Your Draft

If you have been incorporating each set of revisions as Mariah has, you have produced multiple drafts of your
writing. So far, all your changes have been content changes. Perhaps with the help of peer feedback, you have
made sure that you sufficiently supported your ideas. You have checked for problems with unity and coherence.
You have examined your essay for word choice, revising to cut unnecessary words and to replace weak wording
with specific and appropriate wording.

The next step after revising the content is editing. When you edit, you examine the surface features of your text.
You examine your spelling, grammar, usage, and punctuation. You also make sure you use the proper format
when creating your finished assignment.

Tip

Editing often takes time. Budgeting time into the writing process allows you to complete additional edits after
revising. Editing and proofreading your writing helps you create a finished work that represents your best efforts.
Here are a few more tips to remember about your readers:

• Readers do not notice correct spelling, but they do notice misspellings.
• Readers look past your sentences to get to your ideas—unless the sentences are awkward, poorly

constructed, and frustrating to read.
• Readers notice when every sentence has the same rhythm as every other sentence, with no variety.
• Readers do not cheer when you use there, their, and they’re correctly, but they notice when you do not.
• Readers will notice the care with which you handled your assignment and your attention to detail in the

delivery of an error-free document..
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The first section of this book offers a useful review of grammar, mechanics, and usage. Use it to help you
eliminate major errors in your writing and refine your understanding of the conventions of language. Do not
hesitate to ask for help, too, from peer tutors in your academic department or in the college’s writing lab. In the
meantime, use the checklist to help you edit your writing.

Checklist

Editing Your Writing

GrammarGrammar

• Are some sentences actually sentence fragments?
• Are some sentences run-on sentences? How can I correct them?
• Do some sentences need conjunctions between independent clauses?
• Does every verb agree with its subject?
• Is every verb in the correct tense?
• Are tense forms, especially for irregular verbs, written correctly?
• Have I used subject, object, and possessive personal pronouns correctly?
• Have I used who and whom correctly?
• Is the antecedent of every pronoun clear?
• Do all personal pronouns agree with their antecedents?
• Have I used the correct comparative and superlative forms of adjectives and adverbs?
• Is it clear which word a participial phrase modifies, or is it a dangling modifier?

Sentence StructureSentence Structure

• Are all my sentences simple sentences, or do I vary my sentence structure?
• Have I chosen the best coordinating or subordinating conjunctions to join clauses?
• Have I created long, overpacked sentences that should be shortened for clarity?
• Do I see any mistakes in parallel structure?

PunctuationPunctuation

• Does every sentence end with the correct end punctuation?
• Can I justify the use of every exclamation point?
• Have I used apostrophes correctly to write all singular and plural possessive forms?
• Have I used quotation marks correctly?

Mechanics and UsageMechanics and Usage

• Can I find any spelling errors? How can I correct them?
• Have I used capital letters where they are needed?
• Have I written abbreviations, where allowed, correctly?
• Can I find any errors in the use of commonly confused words, such as to/too/two?

Tip

Be careful about relying too much on spelling checkers and grammar checkers. A spelling checker cannot
recognize that you meant to write principle but wrote principal instead. A grammar checker often queries
constructions that are perfectly correct. The program does not understand your meaning; it makes its check
against a general set of formulas that might not apply in each instance. If you use a grammar checker, accept the
suggestions that make sense, but consider why the suggestions came up.

Tip

Proofreading requires patience; it is very easy to read past a mistake. Set your paper aside for at least a few
hours, if not a day or more, so your mind will rest. Some professional proofreaders read a text backward so they
can concentrate on spelling and punctuation. Another helpful technique is to slowly read a paper aloud, paying
attention to every word, letter, and punctuation mark.
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If you need additional proofreading help, ask a reliable friend, a classmate, or a peer tutor to make a final pass on
your paper to look for anything you missed.

Formatting

Remember to use proper format when creating your finished assignment. Sometimes an instructor, a department,
or a college will require students to follow specific instructions on titles, margins, page numbers, or the location of
the writer’s name. These requirements may be more detailed and rigid for research projects and term papers,
which often observe the American Psychological Association (APA) or Modern Language Association (MLA) style
guides, especially when citations of sources are included.

To ensure the format is correct and follows any specific instructions, make a final check before you submit an
assignment.

Exercise 7

With the help of the checklist, edit and proofread your essay.

Key Takeaways

• Revising and editing are the stages of the writing process in which you improve your work before
producing a final draft.

• During revising, you add, cut, move, or change information in order to improve content.
• During editing, you take a second look at the words and sentences you used to express your ideas and

fix any problems in grammar, punctuation, and sentence structure.
• Unity in writing means that all the ideas in each paragraph and in the entire essay clearly belong

together and are arranged in an order that makes logical sense.
• Coherence in writing means that the writer’s wording clearly indicates how one idea leads to another

within a paragraph and between paragraphs.
• Transitional words and phrases effectively make writing more coherent.
• Writing should be clear and concise, with no unnecessary words.
• Effective formal writing uses specific, appropriate words and avoids slang, contractions, clichés, and

overly general words.
• Peer reviews, done properly, can give writers objective feedback about their writing. It is the writer’s

responsibility to evaluate the results of peer reviews and incorporate only useful feedback.
• Remember to budget time for careful editing and proofreading. Use all available resources, including

editing checklists, peer editing, and your institution’s writing lab, to improve your editing skills.

Licensing & AttributionsLicensing & Attributions

CC licensed content, Shared previouslyCC licensed content, Shared previously

• Successful Writing, Section 8.4: Revising and Editing. Authored byAuthored by: Anonymous. Located atLocated at: http://2012books.lardbucket.org/books/successful-writing/s12-04-revising-and-editing.html. LicenseLicense: CC BY-NC-SA: Attribution-
NonCommercial-ShareAlike

DEVELOPING A FINAL DRAFT OF A RESEARCH
PAPER

Learning Objectives

1. Revise your paper to improve organization and cohesion.
2. Determine an appropriate style and tone for your paper.
3. Revise to ensure that your tone is consistent.
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4. Edit your paper to ensure that language, citations, and formatting are correct.

Given all the time and effort you have put into your research project, you will want to make sure that your final
draft represents your best work. This requires taking the time to revise and edit your paper carefully.

You may feel like you need a break from your paper before you revise and edit it. That is understandable—but
leave yourself with enough time to complete this important stage of the writing process. In this section, you will
learn the following specific strategies that are useful for revising and editing a research paper:

• How to evaluate and improve the overall organization and cohesion
• How to maintain an appropriate style and tone
• How to use checklists to identify and correct any errors in language, citations, and formatting

Revising Your Paper: Organization and Cohesion

When writing a research paper, it is easy to become overly focused on editorial details, such as the proper format
for bibliographical entries. These details do matter. However, before you begin to address them, it is important to
spend time reviewing and revising the content of the paper.

A good research paper is both organized and cohesive. Organization means that your argument flows logically
from one point to the next. Cohesion means that the elements of your paper work together smoothly and
naturally. In a cohesive research paper, information from research is seamlessly integrated with the writer’s ideas.

Revise to Improve Organization

When you revise to improve organization, you look at the flow of ideas throughout the essay as a whole and
within individual paragraphs. You check to see that your essay moves logically from the introduction to the body
paragraphs to the conclusion, and that each section reinforces your thesis. Use Checklist 12.1 to help you.

Checklist 12.1

Revision: Organization

At the essay levelAt the essay level

• Does my introduction proceed clearly from the opening to the thesis?
• Does each body paragraph have a clear main idea that relates to the thesis?
• Do the main ideas in the body paragraphs flow in a logical order? Is each paragraph connected to the

one before it?
• Do I need to add or revise topic sentences or transitions to make the overall flow of ideas clearer?
• Does my conclusion summarize my main ideas and revisit my thesis?

At the paragraph levelAt the paragraph level

• Does the topic sentence clearly state the main idea?
• Do the details in the paragraph relate to the main idea?
• Do I need to recast any sentences or add transitions to improve the flow of sentences?

Jorge reread his draft paragraph by paragraph. As he read, he highlighted the main idea of each paragraph so he
could see whether his ideas proceeded in a logical order. For the most part, the flow of ideas was clear. However,
he did notice that one paragraph did not have a clear main idea. It interrupted the flow of the writing. During
revision, Jorge added a topic sentence that clearly connected the paragraph to the one that had preceded it. He
also added transitions to improve the flow of ideas from sentence to sentence.

Read the following paragraphs twice, the first time without Jorge’s changes, and the second time with them.
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Exercise 1

Follow these steps to begin revising your paper’s overall organization.

1. Print out a hard copy of your paper.
2. Read your paper paragraph by paragraph. Highlight your thesis and the topic sentence of each

paragraph.
3. Using the thesis and topic sentences as starting points, outline the ideas you presented—just as you

would do if you were outlining a chapter in a textbook. Do not look at the outline you created during
prewriting. You may write in the margins of your draft or create a formal outline on a separate sheet of
paper.

4. Next, reread your paper more slowly, looking for how ideas flow from sentence to sentence. Identify
places where adding a transition or recasting a sentence would make the ideas flow more logically.

5. Review the topics on your outline. Is there a logical flow of ideas? Identify any places where you may
need to reorganize ideas.

6. Begin to revise your paper to improve organization. Start with any major issues, such as needing to
move an entire paragraph. Then proceed to minor revisions, such as adding a transitional phrase or
tweaking a topic sentence so it connects ideas more clearly.

Collaboration

Please share your paper with a classmate. Repeat the six steps and take notes on a separate piece of paper.
Share and compare notes.

Tip

Writers choose transitions carefully to show the relationships between ideas—for instance, to make a comparison
or elaborate on a point with examples. Make sure your transitions suit your purpose and avoid overusing the
same ones. For an extensive list of transitions, see Chapter 8 “The Writing Process: How Do I Begin?”, Section
8.4 “Revising and Editing”.
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Revise to Improve Cohesion

When you revise to improve cohesion, you analyze how the parts of your paper work together. You look for
anything that seems awkward or out of place. Revision may involve deleting unnecessary material or rewriting
parts of the paper so that the out-of-place material fits in smoothly.

In a research paper, problems with cohesion usually occur when a writer has trouble integrating source material.
If facts or quotations have been awkwardly dropped into a paragraph, they distract or confuse the reader instead
of working to support the writer’s point. Overusing paraphrased and quoted material has the same effect. Use
Checklist 12.2 to review your essay for cohesion.

Checklist 12.2

Revision: Cohesion

• Does the opening of the paper clearly connect to the broader topic and thesis? Make sure entertaining
quotes or anecdotes serve a purpose.

• Have I included support from research for each main point in the body of my paper?
• Have I included introductory material before any quotations? Quotations should never stand alone in a

paragraph.
• Does paraphrased and quoted material clearly serve to develop my own points?
• Do I need to add to or revise parts of the paper to help the reader understand how certain information

from a source is relevant?
• Are there any places where I have overused material from sources?
• Does my conclusion make sense based on the rest of the paper? Make sure any new questions or

suggestions in the conclusion are clearly linked to earlier material.

As Jorge reread his draft, he looked to see how the different pieces fit together to prove his thesis. He realized
that some of his supporting information needed to be integrated more carefully and decided to omit some details
entirely. Read the following paragraph, first without Jorge’s revisions and then with them.

Jorge decided that his comment about pizza and birthday cake came across as subjective and was not necessary
to make his point, so he deleted it. He also realized that the quotation at the end of the paragraph was awkward
and ineffective. How would his readers know who Kwon was or why her opinion should be taken seriously?
Adding an introductory phrase helped Jorge integrate this quotation smoothly and establish the credibility of his
source.

233233

https://textimgs.s3.amazonaws.com/successfulwriting/section_16/e805b1f892d72b7c5d5dc7256b728082.jpg
https://textimgs.s3.amazonaws.com/successfulwriting/section_16/e805b1f892d72b7c5d5dc7256b728082.jpg


Exercise 2

Follow these steps to begin revising your paper to improve cohesion.

1. Print out a hard copy of your paper, or work with your printout from Note 12.33 “Exercise 1”.
2. Read the body paragraphs of your paper first. Each time you come to a place that cites information from

sources, ask yourself what purpose this information serves. Check that it helps support a point and that it
is clearly related to the other sentences in the paragraph.

3. Identify unnecessary information from sources that you can delete.
4. Identify places where you need to revise your writing so that readers understand the significance of the

details cited from sources.
5. Skim the body paragraphs once more, looking for any paragraphs that seem packed with citations.

Review these paragraphs carefully for cohesion.
6. Review your introduction and conclusion. Make sure the information presented works with ideas in the

body of the paper.
7. Revise the places you identified in your paper to improve cohesion.

Collaboration

Please exchange papers with a classmate. Complete step four. On a separate piece of paper, note any areas that
would benefit from clarification. Return and compare notes.

Writing at Work

Understanding cohesion can also benefit you in the workplace, especially when you have to write and deliver a
presentation. Speakers sometimes rely on cute graphics or funny quotations to hold their audience’s attention. If
you choose to use these elements, make sure they work well with the substantive content of your presentation.
For example, if you are asked to give a financial presentation, and the financial report shows that the company
lost money, funny illustrations would not be relevant or appropriate for the presentation.

Using a Consistent Style and Tone

Once you are certain that the content of your paper fulfills your purpose, you can begin revising to improve style
and tone. Together, your style and tone create the voice of your paper, or how you come across to readers. Style
refers to the way you use language as a writer—the sentence structures you use and the word choices you make.
Tone is the attitude toward your subject and audience that you convey through your word choice.

Determining an Appropriate Style and Tone

Although accepted writing styles will vary within different disciplines, the underlying goal is the same—to come
across to your readers as a knowledgeable, authoritative guide. Writing about research is like being a tour guide
who walks readers through a topic. A stuffy, overly formal tour guide can make readers feel put off or intimidated.
Too much informality or humor can make readers wonder whether the tour guide really knows what he or she is
talking about. Extreme or emotionally charged language comes across as unbalanced.

To help prevent being overly formal or informal, determine an appropriate style and tone at the beginning of the
research process. Consider your topic and audience because these can help dictate style and tone. For example,
a paper on new breakthroughs in cancer research should be more formal than a paper on ways to get a good
night’s sleep.

A strong research paper comes across as straightforward, appropriately academic, and serious. It is generally
best to avoid writing in the first person, as this can make your paper seem overly subjective and opinion based.
Use Checklist 12.3 on style to review your paper for other issues that affect style and tone. You can check for
consistency at the end of the writing process. Checking for consistency is discussed later in this section.
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Checklist 12.3

Style

• My paper avoids excessive wordiness.
• My sentences are varied in length and structure.
• I have avoided using first-person pronouns such as I and we.
• I have used the active voice whenever possible.
• I have defined specialized terms that might be unfamiliar to readers.
• I have used clear, straightforward language whenever possible and avoided unnecessary jargon.
• My paper states my point of view using a balanced tone—neither too indecisive nor too forceful.

Word Choice

Note that word choice is an especially important aspect of style. In addition to checking the points noted on
Checklist 12.3, review your paper to make sure your language is precise, conveys no unintended connotations,
and is free of biases. Here are some of the points to check for:

• Vague or imprecise terms
• Slang
• Repetition of the same phrases (“Smith states…, Jones states…”) to introduce quoted and paraphrased

material (For a full list of strong verbs to use with in-text citations, see Chapter 13 “APA and MLA
Documentation and Formatting”.)

• Exclusive use of masculine pronouns or awkward use of he or she
• Use of language with negative connotations, such as haughty or ridiculous
• Use of outdated or offensive terms to refer to specific ethnic, racial, or religious groups

Tip

Using plural nouns and pronouns or recasting a sentence can help you keep your language gender neutral while
avoiding awkwardness. Consider the following examples.

• Gender-biased:Gender-biased: When a writer cites a source in the body of his paper, he must list it on his references
page.

• Awkward:Awkward: When a writer cites a source in the body of his or her paper, he or she must list it on his or her
references page.

• Improved:Improved: Writers must list any sources cited in the body of a paper on the references page.

Keeping Your Style Consistent

As you revise your paper, make sure your style is consistent throughout. Look for instances where a word,
phrase, or sentence just does not seem to fit with the rest of the writing. It is best to reread for style after you have
completed the other revisions so that you are not distracted by any larger content issues. Revising strategies you
can use include the following:

• Read your paper aloud.Read your paper aloud. Sometimes your ears catch inconsistencies that your eyes miss.
• Share your paper with another reader whom you trust to give you honest feedback.Share your paper with another reader whom you trust to give you honest feedback. It is often difficult to

evaluate one’s own style objectively—especially in the final phase of a challenging writing project.
Another reader may be more likely to notice instances of wordiness, confusing language, or other issues
that affect style and tone.

• Line-edit your paper slowly, sentence by sentence.Line-edit your paper slowly, sentence by sentence. You may even wish to use a sheet of paper to cover
everything on the page except the paragraph you are editing—that forces you to read slowly and
carefully. Mark any areas where you notice problems in style or tone, and then take time to rework those
sections.

On reviewing his paper, Jorge found that he had generally used an appropriately academic style and tone.
However, he noticed one glaring exception—his first paragraph. He realized there were places where his overly
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informal writing could come across as unserious or, worse, disparaging. Revising his word choice and omitting a
humorous aside helped Jorge maintain a consistent tone. Read his revisions.

Exercise 3

Using Checklist 12.3, line-edit your paper. You may use either of these techniques:

1. Print out a hard copy of your paper, or work with your printout from Note 12.33 “Exercise 1”. Read it line
by line. Check for the issues noted on Checklist 12.3, as well as any other aspects of your writing style
you have previously identified as areas for improvement. Mark any areas where you notice problems in
style or tone, and then take time to rework those sections.

2. If you prefer to work with an electronic document, use the menu options in your word-processing
program to enlarge the text to 150 or 200 percent of the original size. Make sure the type is large enough
that you can focus on only one paragraph at a time. Read the paper line by line as described in step 1.
Highlight any areas where you notice problems in style or tone, and then take time to rework those
sections.

Collaboration

Please exchange papers with a classmate. On a separate piece of paper, note places where the essay does not
seem to flow or you have questions about what was written. Return the essay and compare notes.

Editing Your Paper

After revising your paper to address problems in content or style, you will complete one final editorial review.
Perhaps you already have caught and corrected minor mistakes during previous revisions. Nevertheless, give
your draft a final edit to make sure it is error-free. Your final edit should focus on two broad areas:

1. Errors in grammar, mechanics, usage, and spelling
2. Errors in citing and formatting sources

For in-depth information on these two topics, see Chapter 2 “Writing Basics: What Makes a Good Sentence?” and
Chapter 13 “APA and MLA Documentation and Formatting”.

Correcting Errors

Given how much work you have put into your research paper, you will want to check for any errors that could
distract or confuse your readers. Using the spell-checking feature in your word-processing program can be
helpful—but this should not replace a full, careful review of your document. Be sure to check for any errors that
may have come up frequently for you in the past. Use Checklist 12.4 to help you as you edit:
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Checklist 12.4

Grammar, Mechanics, Punctuation, Usage, and Spelling

• My paper is free of grammatical errors, such as errors in subject-verb agreement and sentence
fragments. (For additional guidance on grammar, see Chapter 2 “Writing Basics: What Makes a Good
Sentence?”.)

• My paper is free of errors in punctuation and mechanics, such as misplaced commas or incorrectly
formatted source titles. (For additional guidance on punctuation and mechanics, see Chapter 3
“Punctuation”.)

• My paper is free of common usage errors, such as alot and alright. (For additional guidance on correct
usage, see Chapter 4 “Working with Words: Which Word Is Right?”.)

• My paper is free of spelling errors. I have proofread my paper for spelling in addition to using the spell-
checking feature in my word-processing program.

• I have checked my paper for any editing errors that I know I tend to make frequently.

Checking Citations and Formatting

When editing a research paper, it is also important to check that you have cited sources properly and formatted
your document according to the specified guidelines. There are two reasons for this. First and foremost, citing
sources correctly ensures that you have given proper credit to other people for ideas and information that helped
you in your work. Second, using correct formatting establishes your paper as one student’s contribution to the
work developed by and for a larger academic community. Increasingly, American Psychological Association
(APA) style guidelines are the standard for many academic fields. Modern Language Association (MLA) is also a
standard style in many fields. Use Checklist 12.5 to help you check citations and formatting.

Checklist 12.5

Citations and Formatting

• Within the body of my paper, each fact or idea taken from a source is credited to the correct source.
• Each in-text citation includes the source author’s name (or, where applicable, the organization name or

source title) and year of publication. I have used the correct format of in-text and parenthetical citations.
• Each source cited in the body of my paper has a corresponding entry in the references section of my

paper.
• My references section includes a heading and double-spaced, alphabetized entries.
• Each entry in my references section is indented on the second line and all subsequent lines.
• Each entry in my references section includes all the necessary information for that source type, in the

correct sequence and format.
• My paper includes a title page.
• My paper includes a running head.
• The margins of my paper are set at one inch. Text is double spaced and set in a standard 12-point font.

For detailed guidelines on APA and MLA citation and formatting, see Chapter 13 “APA and MLA Documentation
and Formatting”.

Writing at Work

Following APA or MLA citation and formatting guidelines may require time and effort. However, it is good practice
for learning how to follow accepted conventions in any professional field. Many large corporations create a style
manual with guidelines for editing and formatting documents produced by that corporation. Employees follow the
style manual when creating internal documents and documents for publication.

During the process of revising and editing, Jorge made changes in the content and style of his paper. He also
gave the paper a final review to check for overall correctness and, particularly, correct APA or MLA citations and
formatting. Read the final draft of his paper.
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Key Takeaways

• Organization in a research paper means that the argument proceeds logically from the introduction to the
body to the conclusion. It flows logically from one point to the next. When revising a research paper,
evaluate the organization of the paper as a whole and the organization of individual paragraphs.

• In a cohesive research paper, the elements of the paper work together smoothly and naturally. When
revising a research paper, evaluate its cohesion. In particular, check that information from research is
smoothly integrated with your ideas.

• An effective research paper uses a style and tone that are appropriately academic and serious. When
revising a research paper, check that the style and tone are consistent throughout.

• Editing a research paper involves checking for errors in grammar, mechanics, punctuation, usage,
spelling, citations, and formatting.

Licensing & AttributionsLicensing & Attributions
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RESEARCH PAPER

Directions:

1. Prepare a polished, publishable version of your research paper that meets all MLA formatting and
style (Links to an external site.) requirements.
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2. Be sure that your paper meets all requirements for page layout and formatting and that all of your
citations are properly formatted.

3. As a final step, proofread and spell-check your entire paper, including the abstract and bibliography.
4. Upload the final version of your research paper to the submission.
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