Dr. Hicks' Friendly Advice On:

Research Papers
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This little guide should help students perform better at college-level, out-of-class written assignments in Liberal Arts courses. As such, the instructions should be relevant to any course in the Liberal Arts, and not just for courses in the Social and Behavioral Sciences. However, keep in mind that different disciplines have different ways of doing things; therefore, consider these handy rules as more of guide than as the final authority on issues such as citing evidence and grammatical rules. 

Writing Essay, Reaction Papers, Group Projects, Etc.

Introduction Format:

Format the first page of the paper by typing your name, the instructor's name, the course, and the date, with each on a separate line and single-spaced on the left or right margin. Center the title of your paper on the next line. Capitalize the first word, last words, and each principal word in the title. Underlines or quotations are not required for the title. Use one-inch margins for all pages of the essay, and double-space throughout the paper unless the instructor directs otherwise.

Quotations:

Direct quotations should be enclosed by quotation marks. You should indicate the origin of all quotations by including the author's last name, the year of the publication, and the page number on which the quotation may be found at the end of the statement, enclosing the citation information with parentheses. For example:

In his famous last work Ecce Homo, Friedrich Nietzsche declared that to understand his work one must be conditioned to live "with one foot beyond life" (Nietzsche, 1969: 226). 

Additional citations -- so long as no intervening texts are cited -- only require the page number in parentheses. Texts, once cited, require only the author's name and page number. 

Block quotations are the use of statements longer than two sentences, and should be set apart from the rest of the text using indentations of both left and right margins. Block quotations should additionally be set apart from the text by altering the spacing; if the text is double-spaced, block quotations should be single-spaced. Quotation marks are unnecessary when using block quotations. The statement should be followed by the relevant citation. The following is example of how a block quotation should look within the body of a text:

Any free citizen must insist that a line be drawn somewhere between the private and the public so that the state will be prohibited from entering into the many aspects of our lives where we have a right to act as we choose. The exact point of its exclusion is, however, historically movable, and few are the liberals who would now treat domestic violence against women and children as a protected private sphere. The way to decide when an injustice is so evident as to require citizens and officials to interfere cannot, however, be found in the difference between publicly recognized injustices and mere subjective reactions (Shklar, 1990: 7).

The name in parentheses indicates the author (in this case, the late Judith Shklar, a favorite author of mine). The year of the publication follows, and the number after the colon indicates the page number of which the reader can find the quotation. More complete reference information should be collected at the back of the document in a references or bibliographical section, which should be alphabetized. Book titles should either be underlined or italicized when cited in either the body of the essay or in the references section, and all citations should follow the guidelines described above.

Putting an Essay Together:

Essays should follow a logical progression that facilitates the reader's comprehension of the author's intent.


Thesis Statement: The first sentence of your introductory paragraph should provide the guiding theme for your essay, and encapsulate your argument as well. Opening should be simple, carefully worded, and should completely describe the purpose of the essay; in other words, everything you write should make reference to or somehow support your thesis statement. The first paragraph should tell the reader what to expect, in what order you will present evidence to support your argument, and how you will proceed. Keep in mind, your thesis statement is a promise to the reader that you will make an argument that will logically proceed from one point to the next to form a coherent argument. Do not disappoint the reader!


Paragraphs: A well-written paragraph begins with a topical statement that provides a clear transition from the previous issue addressed in the essay, and introduces the evidence offered for the following argument. Each sentence should logically contribute to the overall argument you are making within the paragraph. Avoid sentences that offer extraneous or contradictory information (unless the contradictory information can be reasonably and succinctly addressed). The most efficient way to guarantee that your movement from one paragraph to the next is logical is to prepare an outline before you begin writing. If each paragraph refers to a section in your outline, you argument should be comprehensible to the reader.


Conclusion: The final paragraph should summarize the essay's arguments in a way that reinforces the original thesis statement. The conclusion is not the place to introduce new arguments. Rather, conclusions should refer to points already made in the body of the text, matching evidence introduced to support the logic of the opening premise of your argument. A conclusion is similar to a lawyer's closing statement: it's your last chance to make a winning impression on the reader. Make the most of it!

Mechanics, Grammar, and General Problems:
Good writing demands proper mechanics. Here are a few of the more common errors you should avoid:

· Each sentence should have both a subject and a verb, and the two should agree with one another tense (past vs. present) and form (singular vs. plural);

· Never connect two independent clauses (a group of words that include a subject and a verb and express a complete thought) with a comma. That is known as a 'comma splice,' and grammarians despise comma splices. Even worse are 'fused sentences,' where two independent clauses are simply mashed together with no punctuation whatsoever;

· Do not split infinitives. Example:

SPLIT Dr. Hicks' is the class to, regardless of whether you are liberal or conservative, take.

CORRECT Regardless of whether you are liberal or conservative, Dr. Hicks' is the class to take.

· All pronouns should refer to the proper antecedent;

· Use modifiers correctly, and take care that all modifiers have an object; other, the modifier is 'dangling,' which grammarian's hate. Example

DANGLING Discouraged by low grades, dropping the class seemed the logical choice.

CORRECT Discouraged by low grades, I thought that dropping the class seemed logical.

· Avoid excessive colloquialisms or clichés.

· Avoid excessive or extravagant generalizations. Do not make 'always,' 'never,' or 'everything' claims unless you can back them up.

· Conversely, avoid excessive equivocation. Take a position and defend it! Instructors do not like wishy washy students any more than students like vacillating instructors.

· Do not use sexist or biased language. For example, 'Man' or 'Mankind' should be avoided in favor of the more general 'Humanity.'

· If you must use a thesaurus, be sure you know the exact meaning and usage of the word you plan to use; otherwise, you may end up sounding stupid, which detracts from your credibility.

· Avoid the use of contraction (I'll, you're, they're, etc.) except when quoting a person using a contraction.

· Avoid weak or passive usage. These are sentences that change the subject of the sentence into the object. For example:

WEAK The tests were graded by Dr. Hicks in a rather dilatory manner, according to his students.

ACTIVE Students believed that Dr. Hicks graded the exams rather slowly.

Remember: good writing begins with active and vigorous use of verbs to connote action.

· To not run together prepositional phrases or add extraneous synonyms simply to lengthen a sentence.

· Maintain a consistent tone and voice. Tone represents the writer's attitude toward the subject and the reader. The writer's tone should not change toward either in the course of an essay.

· Try to avoid using 'there,' 'that', or 'this' when you have the option of referring to a specific subject.

· In this age of word processors and spell- and grammar checkers, never, under any circumstances, submit an essay that contains misspellings or grammatical errors. Such correctable errors needlessly frustrate and anger your instructor, and an angry instructor/grader is to be avoided at all costs!

Revision Strategy:

Writing a first draft of an essay or research project is usually just the beginning of any project. From there, revising your work can mean the difference between an 'A' and a 'C' -- or worse. The best way to begin the revision process is to wait. Write your rough draft, and then leave it alone for a day or two. That implies, of course, that you start the project with enough time to impose an interval where you leave the project alone; that way, you can come back to what you have written with a fresh perspective. 

Always read through early drafts of your work, and continuing revising until you can say 'yes' to each of the following questions:

· Does the essay have a clear purpose?

· Is the essay logically organized?

· Is the essay's organization the most logical and/or defensible I can manage, give time constraints?

· Is the evidence offered in support of my argument clearly outlined in my introduction? Is the evidence exhaustive? Does the evidence support my conclusion?

· Is the movement between paragraphs logical?

· Does each sentence within each paragraph make reference to the topical sentence of the paragraph?

· Does each paragraph relate to my overall argument?

· Is my conclusion the most persuasive statement I can articulate?

A final question is whether the essay sounds good when you read it out loud. Reading your work aloud will show you where your writing may be awkward and need additional polishing. 

The best way to develop a pleasing and effective writing style is to write every day. It may not seem like it, but writing is hard work. Quality writing is directly related to consistent and organized effort and persistence. 

Reference/Bibliographic Citations:
Reference/Bibliographic sections should include the essential information about the cited material that will allow the reader to check the accuracy or quotations or attributed arguments for every text you cite. You should include all texts and journal or Internet articles in your reference section even if you have not actually cited the work. Part of the purpose of the references section is to offer readers a collected summary of works within a given issue area.

All material in a references section should be alphabetized, and follow a consistent rule for each category of work cited:


Books: 

Lowi, Theodore, The End of Liberalism, 2nd Edition, (New York: W.W. Norton, 1979).

Author's name(s) (last name first), title italicized, edition information (translation or editor after title as necessary), in parentheses city of publication, publisher, and year of publication.

Journal Articles:
Baker, Judith, "A Reply in Defense of Impartiality," Political Theory 23, (February 1995: 92-100).

Author's name(s) (last name first), title of article in quotations, name of journal italicized, number refers to the volume number, in parentheses date of publication, with pages after the colon.

Essays in Edited Collections:

Shklar, Judith, "The Liberalism of Fear," in Nancy Rosenblum, ed., Liberalism and the Moral Life, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1993), pp. 21-38.

Author's name(s) (last name first), essay in quotations, editor's name, title of collection italicized, in parentheses place of publication, publisher, and date of publication, after parentheses page numbers on which essay appears.

Newspaper and Magazine Articles:

Moberg, David, "The Newt Deal: The Rich Get Gingricher," In These Times 19, 1, (November 28, 1994: 14-17).

Author's name(s) (last name first), essay in quotations, title of newspaper/magazine italicized with volume and number, in parentheses date and page on which essay appears.

NOTE: with newspapers give the column number if available.
Internet Citations:

If possible, provide the author, article cited, and the web site or URL address. For example:

Williams, Peter, with Alex Johnson contributing, "Prosecutors Near Deal With Alleged Spy," http://www.nsnbc.com/news/587590.asp?pne=msn.

Author’s name (last name first), essay in quotations, followed by the URL.

NOTE: if possible, provide the date the article was posted and the page number.

