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Before
You Begin

Writing a research paper is much like the task of a sculptor
who takes a massive block of stone and chisels it into a work
of art. As the writer gathers information and begins to chip
away extraneous data, he begins to sculpt his large block of
research into an artistic creation. By definition, a research pa-
per deals with a limited topic and is based on information
gathered from documents, books, periodicals, videos, CD-
ROMs, internet resources, and interviews with experts in a
particular area of knowledge.

Donald Davidson defines a research paper as follows:

The research paper ... is a long expository essay or article
which represents the results of systematic inquiry into the
facts.... The research paper is an answer to two questions:
(1) What are the facts? (2) What do the facts mean? These
two questions, when properly understood, fuse into one
question: What is the truth? For facts rightly interpreted,
are the truth.... The research paper demands of [the stu-
dent], first, careful and diligent inquiry into the facts; sec-
ond, accurate recording and reporting of the facts; third,
inclusion of enough facts to make the discussion com-
plete within its limits; fourth, honesty and clarity in inter-
pretation of the facts.!

A research paper is basically an in-depth expository essay in
which you investigate a specific issue or problem, analyze
what the experts have to say on the topic, and then make an
evaluation of your findings. The problem or issue you choose
to focus on is usually related to a broader historical, political,
social, literary, or scientific context. Your task is to write an
expanded expository essay that informs or explains.

1. Donald Davidson, American Composition and Rheto ir\(Chicago: Charles

Scribner’s Sons, 1939) 454-456.
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Action Step:

Define the term research paper using your own words.
Write the definition in your writer’s journal or notebook,
if you are keeping one.

WHERE DO 1 BEGIN?

Your mind may be flooded with many questions: How do I
start? What topic should I pick? Where am I going to find in-
formation to support my topic? How do I analyze the infor-
mation I find? How am I going to arrange my material and
write this paper? How should I cite my sources in the paper?
These and other questions may seem overwhelming, but
there is hope. If you have a plan, you will be able to conquer
not only your fears or questions but your assignment as well.
The following steps will help you in reaching your objective:

1.
2.

o
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10.
11.

12.

Select and limit your topic.

Carry out your initial library research. Gather your re-
sources and prepare a “Works Cited” page.

Determine what your thesis statement, limiting ideas,
and audience are going to be.

Write out your thesis statement and general outline.

Do detailed library research by reading and taking
notes. (If necessary, revise your initial thesis statement
and outline.)

Prepare a detailed outline from your note cards.
Write your first draft.

Do additional research if necessary.

Edit and write your second draft.

Type the paper, including parenthetical notes.

Check spelling and proofread your work. (Have some-
one else proofread your paper, if at all possible.)

Produce the final draft.

When you research a topic and publish your findings, you
will not necessarily follow the exact steps outlined above.

2



Most likely, you will not follow each step in sequence either;
rather, you will move ahead and then return to a former step
and then move forward again. Often a looping pattern devel-
ops, where latter steps may be launched before certain previ-
ous steps, and former steps are revisited. The key is to be
flexible as your research proceeds.

Since some papers do not require the same amount of atten-
tion, you must learn to prioritize your writing assignments—qgiv-
ing the most important ones the greatest effort. The length of
your assigned papers will also determine which ones you
tackle first. Beware though; a five-page project on some ob-
scure topic may take as much time to write as a twenty-page
paper on a more familiar one. In either case, you need to
schedule your time to meet the deadline. If you miss the dead-
line, your grade will be affected accordingly.

Usually your instructor or the instructions for the course will
give you a list of requirements for writing your paper:

> Choice of topics

> Length of the report

> Style of documentation to be used

> Requisites for doing a “Works Cited” page
> How the paper is to be presented

> Whether the topic has to be approved, an outline needs to
be submitted, or note cards are required to be handed in

> If there is any penalty for submitting a late paper
Consequently, you must plan ahead.

Action Step:

Write the course requirements for writing your
research paper in your journal or notebook:




FIRST THINGS FIRST

It is important to say something about plagiarism and docu-
mentation. These are related issues in that the former has to
do with honesty in presenting your findings, and the latter
has to do with how to honestly give credit to those you have
cited. Plagiarism is the act of taking the ideas of someone
else and passing them off as your own. Even if you para-
phrase or summarize the words of an author, you have to cite
your source to avoid plagiarism. Plagiarism is a serious of-
fense, which most educators and institutions have recog-
nized. Few, however, speak about why it is truly wrong.

As Christians, we should uphold the highest standards. Ulti-
mately we do not answer to man but to God. The eighth com-
mandment specifically declares that we should not steal; in
essence, plagiarism is a type of larceny. It is the stealing of an-
other’s ideas and presenting them as your own. In other
words, you are lying about the source of your information
and deceiving your readers into believing that the ideas you
present are your own. When you plagiarize, you sin first
against God and second against others—thus breaking the
two greatest commandments (Mark 12:30-31).

We dare not fall into the trap of plagiarism, but should al-
ways give credit where credit is due, which brings us to the
second issue—documentation. Whether you are making a di-
rect quotation, paraphrasing, or simply reiterating someone
else’s thoughts, you must cite the source of that information.
The question arises, though, “Should I use footnotes, end-
notes, or parenthetical notes?” Obviously, your course re-
quirements should be followed explicitly; however, the
standard which is now widely accepted is parenthetical docu-
mentation.

What is parenthetical documentation? It is the means of cit-
ing a source of information in the body of a paper, as op-
posed to placing notes at the bottom of the page (footnotes)
or at the end of the paper (endnotes). For example, if I were
citing Ron Fry’s delightful book Improve Your Writing, 1 would
simply put his last name followed by the appropriate page
numbers of the citation in parentheses: (Fry 82-90). If you
wanted to know more about the source, you could turn to the
“Works Cited” page at the end of the text for full bibliograph-
ical information on Fry’s book.
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Parenthetical documentation will be covered in detail later,
but it has been introduced here for two reasons: (1) if you are
having someone else type your paper, you need to find a typ-
ist who knows this style of documentation, and you should
make plans to do so now; and (2) when you begin to write
your paper, you should immediately begin to document your
paper accordingly.

The Modern Language Association (MLA) style is more or less
the standard for documenting research papers at most under-
graduate institutions today. The MLA style uses parenthetical
notes for documentation and “Works Cited” pages for biblio-
graphical information. If you have any questions regarding
this style, be sure to consult a research manual that teaches
the MLA style of documentation.?

PLAN AHEAD

The following eight-week plan will help you in mapping out
what you have to do and when you have to do it:

Weeks One and Two

> Contact a typist by . (Do not wait until the
last minute or you may not find someone available. Be sure
that your typist knows the MLA style sheet.)

> Select your general topic by

> Complete your initial research by

> Prepare a functional “Works Cited” page by

Weeks Three and Four
> Finalize a workable topic by

> Write your thesis statement by

2. The standard for this style is based on Joseph Gibaldi’s The MLA Style
Manual and Guide to Scholarly Publishing (2nd., 1998) and his MLA Handbook for
Writers of Research Papers (5th ed., 1999), which has been adapted for high
school and college students. Other useful manuals that use the MLA style are
Jeannette A, Woodward’s Writing Research Papers: Investigating Resources in
Cyberspace (1997) and James D. Lester’s Writing Research Papers: A Complete
Guide, Eighth Edition (1996).



> Develop your general outline by

> Gather the majority of your research material by

Weeks Five and Six

> Finish gathering your research material by

Compose your final outline by

Write your first draft by

Lay aside your work for q couple of days.

YYVYY

Reread your first draft, making any notes on the draft in re-
gard to additions or deletions, by

Y

Write your second draft by

Y

Lay your paper aside for another two days.

Y

Read your second draft out loud or have a relative or friend
do so for you by

Make any final changes. Check sentences for clearness,
transitions for effectiveness, mechanics, and spelling by

Weeks Seven and Eight
> Compose the final draft by
> Proofread by

> Type the final draft by - (Be sure your typist
has plenty of time to type your paper, including the “Works
Cited” page, and knows the required style.)

> Proofread by ___. (Do not depend on your typ-
ist to do this for you—you will be sorry.)

> Type the “Works Cited” page by

>> Submit your paper by

These steps may be adapted as you see fit, Typing the paper
yourself will also save time. Remember that writing a good
paper takes time, so plan ahead. Get out your calendar and
fill in the dates for each step of the process. As a rule of
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