Judith Friedman, 2008

general suggestions for papers

Planning and writing the text


At least a week before a class paper is due, when you think that you are ready to write, spend time instead organizing the paper. Even a short paper requires planning. 


First, get the topic and the main point of the paper clear in your own mind. Just writing an informative title helps. Other strategies: 


     Write an abstract of about 150 words.    



     List the 1 or 2 main points that you want to make in the paper, and list 2 or 3 sub-points under each main point.    


     Call a friend, and describe the project in 2 minutes or less.


Second, construct a basic outline. This means thinking about how you will build your argument through the paper. What does the reader need to know immediately? What point do you want to make first? What evidence do you have to support this point? This process will reveal parts of the paper that that need more research (and what you need to find out), and it will reveal parts where you have done enough – perhaps too much – research. 

Divide the total number of pages you expect to write among the major sections of the paper. This helps avoid the common problem of a 7 page introduction in an 8 page paper.


NOW you are ready to write the first draft. [Yes, you will write more than one draft.]  Write this draft WELL-AHEAD OF THE DUE DATE, as impossible as this sounds. Start with your outline, and fill in each section. The outline provides headings and subheads, and you have the next topic in front of you as you write.


Letting a draft sit for a day or two lets you see glaring problems that you will miss right after you take the paper off the printer. Try to do this with the draft you consider final, as well.  It's much better to catch problems yourself, and not leave them for the reader to discover. 

Use active voice whenever possible. This helps engage the reader. You can say “I.”  Keep sentences short.

Proof in several ways. 

The outline helps you avoid repetition and avoid having entire sections in the wrong place. After you have written the next-to-final draft, check for paragraph structure. Few, if any, paragraphs need an entire page! Within each paragraph, check sentence structure. I will. Finally, check spelling.


Your word processing software can help with sentence structure, spelling, and use of passive voice. In WORD, use the green underlining, as well as the red. You also need to check yourself, of course.

Citations within the text 

Cite each source used, whenever you use that source in the text. Usually you can use this brief method:  (last name, date) or (last name, date: page #). If an idea or information comes from several different sources, list them -- in any order). Anything you take directly from a source is in quotes, and the reference to that source includes the page number. 

Citations are crucial. They are one way that you show the quality of the evidence behind given statements. You can (and should) comment on the quality of the evidence. What parts of your argument are supported with excellent research? What parts of your argument rely on unsupported statements in articles and books? Which parts are your own ideas? Citations also help you avoid plagiarism. 
References

List each source that you cite in the paper alphabetically. Each reference must be complete. This means it includes the author(s) full name, date of publication, title of article, name of journal or book, and then publisher (ONLY if a book) or volume number, month or issue #, and pages (if an article). Italicize book titles and names of journals. Put quotation marks around titles of articles and book chapters. For books that are not collections of articles, list the page numbers actually used at the end of the reference. 

If you use one or more chapters from an edited book, treat each chapter as a journal article. Begin with the name of the chapter’s author, and put the chapter title in quotation marks. Then add: Pp. xxxx in editor's name, book name, publisher.  

For websites, the organization is the author. Add the date you checked the website (e.g., 2/01) and the web address. 

Good Sources on Writing
  American Sociological Assn., 2001, "Writing an Informative Abstract,"       www.asanet.org/pubs/infoab.html
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  Mills, C. Wright, 1959, The Sociological Imagination (especially pp. 3-15 and pp. 195-226), Oxford University Press 

  Rutgers Writing Center, various Guides available on their website
  Struck, William Jr. and E.B. White, 1957 (or later edition), The Elements of Style, Allyn and Bacon

  Wellman, Barry, article on writing an article   www.chass.utoronto.ca/~wellman/publications    (scroll down; it’s near the end)
