Guidelines for Formal Papers

(based on MLA format)
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Relax! Formatting a paper may seem confusing, but is not difficult once you have the guidelines. And here they are! With these guidelines, nothing can come between you and success (well…except for laziness and procrastination)! 

Please follow the exact Modern Language Association (MLA) format for your papers. You will be expected to use MLA format once you enter college anyway, so let’s practice using it now. Instructors make it clear that careless mistakes and lack of proofreading are inexcusable. In addition, they are inconsiderate of your reader. ( Please note that up to two points will be deducted for each formatting or stylistic error. This “Guidelines” sheet is based on MLA format, and I have added other useful tips, such as a sheet of “Forbidden Words” and the expectations for the content of your papers. 

If you are at home and have a question that is not answered here, Purdue University Online Writing Lab (OWL) has an excellent guide to Using MLA Format. The OWL has dozens of other useful links and resources as well. For a printer-friendly version of the guidelines, simply go to http://owl.english.purdue.edu/handouts/print/research/r_mla.html

Style, Formatting, and Other Tips for Formal Papers

	IF YOU NEED HELP, PLEASE ASK

☺
	· I am happy to help. Please make it a priority to meet with me early, during the week you are working on your paper. You will be less stressed and will have time to make improvements to your paper. Do not wait until the last minute. Lack of preparation on your part does not constitute an emergency on my part.

	ROUGH DRAFTS
	· A rough draft is not scribbled notes, an outline, an introduction, or an introduction and a few body paragraphs. It is a whole essay with complete sentences, and it is ready to be revised and edited.

	MARGINS
	· Set all margins to 1 inch. (There was no room for that below, so imagine the example below with 1-inch margins.)

	STANDARD PAGE LAYOUT

HEADING 

AND TITLE


	Cartman 1

Eric Cartman                                                                                                   

Mr. Garrison

English 10-300

September 28, 2004

Title of Paper

     Heading must include your first and last name, teacher’s name, course title, and due date. Last name and page number must appear in the upper right-hand corner of all pages. After your heading, center the title at the top of first page. Do not underline your title, put it in quotations marks, enlarge it, or type it in all capital letters!!! 

     To create a header so that your name and page automatically appear on all sheets, go to the top toolbar; click View, Header and Footer. Type your name; click Insert Page. 

	STANDARD 

PAPER, INK, FONT, 

AND SPACING
	· Type using black ink only. No printer excuses. Plan ahead, and ask for a pass to the computer lab in advance if you need one.

· 12-point font, Times New Roman or Arial only. 

· Double-space evenly throughout the body. Do not separate paragraphs with extra spaces! They should not “float.”

· Paper: Use one side of unlined, white, 8 ½” x 11” paper.

· Never use a cover page or plastic report cover.


	AUDIENCE, 

DICTION, AND 

FORMAL STYLE
	· Use vocabulary that is at or above your grade level. Do not use slang, IM or chat room abbreviations, or a conversational tone. No, u, b/c, kind of, sort of, I think, in my opinion, I believe. 

· Do not overuse any form of the verb to be (am, is, are, was, were). Use action verbs instead.

· Do not use personal pronouns, such as you, your, yours, I, me, my, mine, we, us, our, ours. Consult the Forbidden Words list.

· Use the reader, the viewer, the author, if appropriate. 

	GRAMMAR 

AND 

MECHANICS

(spelling, punctuation, verb tense, pronoun agreement, etc.)
	· Be careful with “repeat offenders” which include: there/their/they’re, your/you’re, its/it’s, effect/affect, too/to, and women/woman.

· Discuss literature in the present tense,. Keep verb tenses consistent.

· Punctuate properly. Avoid sentence fragments and run-ons.

· Watch out for pronoun agreement. 

· A person should proofread their own essay. (Doesn’t agree; person is singular, but their is plural.) 

· A person should proofread his or her own essay. (Agrees)
· People should proofread their essays. (Agrees)

	SPELLING
	· Spell check will not know if a character is Lenny or Lennie. Double-check names of authors, characters, geographical locations, etc. Refer to your book as necessary. Don’t be lazy! There is no excuse.

	TITLES OF BOOKS, PLAYS, AND FILMS
	· Italicize or underline the titles of longer works, such as a novels, plays, or films. Do not do both at the same time!

Romeo and Juliet 

or

Romeo and Juliet

	TITLES OF SHORT STORIES AND POEMS
	· Place quotation marks around the titles of shorter works, such as poems or short stories.

“Harrison Bergeron”

“Sonnet 18”

	CONSISTENCY
	· Where you have an option—such as either italicizing or underling a novel’s title—choose one format and stay consistent!

	INSERTING AND CITING SHORT QUOTATIONS

Guidelines for 

Works Cited page 

will be available separately


	· Insert and cite quotes correctly. Notice that the period comes after the parentheses in order to separate that sentence from the next.

· Quotes cannot stand by themselves as complete sentences. You must introduce the reader to your quote, and then have at least two or three explanatory sentences that follow—although omitted here. 

Holden confides in the reader, “I’d only been in two fights in my life, and I lost both of them” (Salinger 45).
· If you already mention the author’s name, just add the page number:

Salinger achieves an intimate effect when he has Holden confide in the reader, “I’d only been in two fights in my life, and I lost both of them” (45).

	INSERTING AND CITING LONG QUOTATIONS
	· If a quotation is more than four typed lines, indent the entire quotation 1” from the left margin (2” from the left edge of the page). 

· Omit the quotation marks, and put the citation after the period.

In Holden’s life, no detail is too small. His emotions and philosophy are woven into events that other people might find trivial:

           One thing about packing depressed me a little. I had to pack these  

           brand-new ice skates my mother had practically just sent me a couple of  

           days before. That depressed me. I could see my mother going into 

           Spaulding’s and asking the salesman a million dopy questions—and 

           here I was getting the ax again. It made me feel pretty sad. She bought 

           me the wrong kind of skates—I wanted racing skates and she bought 

           hockey—but it made me sad anyway. Almost every time somebody 

           gives me a present, it ends up making me sad. (Salinger 51-52)

Holden’s habitual commentary prompts the reader to ask whether situations make Holden depressed, or whether he projects his depression onto situations.

	REVISE! 
	· Revision means significant changes to the content of your paper. It is not the same as editing or proofreading—changes in form.

	PROOFREAD 

AND

EDIT
	· Careless mistakes and lack of proofreading are inexcusable. A careless error every once in a while is understandable. However, multiple errors are inconsiderate of your reader.

· Use a peer editor, as well as spell-check if your computer has it; but do not rely on them solely, because they don’t necessarily identify all errors. Read your essay out loud to double-check for errors. It works!

	FINAL DRAFT

100% READY
TO SUBMIT

ON TIME
	· A typed, finished copy of your paper (stapled prior to your arrival, including rubric) must be fully ready to submit when you walk through the door at the beginning of class on the day it is due. There will be no stapling or printing of papers at the beginning of class.  

· No computer/printer excuses. Assignments are not accepted on disk or via e-mail. No exceptions! Please plan ahead.

· Have your paper the day it is due, even if it is a handwritten copy (single-spaced legibly in black or dark blue ink) for partial credit.
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	Why are these words and phrases forbidden?
	Please AVOID

	PERSONAL PRONOUNS

Sophisticated writing does not address the reader directly or in a conversational manner. Formal style does not use personal pronouns.
	you/your/yours

I/me/my/mine 

we/us/our/ours

	DUH! LACKS ORIGINALITY AND INSIGHT

If it’s so obvious, scrap it! You don’t get credit for stating the obvious.
	obviously

	“MANY” IS MEANINGLESS FILLER

Here is a common occurrence. A student will use the phrase “many different ways” and then discuss only one or two ways. The words are just filler. How many is many? Six? Sixty? Six hundred? Unless the quantity really matters, just say what needs to be said. It usually isn’t important to inform the reader of quantities, especially so vaguely.


	a couple

a lot of ways

many

many different

many different 

many different ways

numerous

several

	EXAGGERATED

Don’t exaggerate! It makes it easy for your reader to poke holes in your argument. These words are so extreme that they could actually make your sentence untrue. Use these words only in the rare event that your literal meaning requires it. Instead of over-generalizing, be specific.
	all

always

every

everybody

everyone

everything

forever

never

nobody

no one

perfect

	OVERCONFIDENT / EXAGGERATED

Self-esteem is important, but please do not praise yourself in your own paper! The reader of your paper will evaluate the appropriateness of the examples you have chosen.
	good example

perfect example

perfectly

	BLAH

These words are so overused that they no longer carry much meaning. Try to be more descriptive and specific.
	bad

good

nice

	GENERAL AND VAGUE

Don’t be vague, abstract, or over-generalize. Use the word “people” sparingly. Use nouns in order to be more concrete and specific. To whom are you really referring? Americans, contemporary society, twenty-first century teenagers, characters, men, women, children, hypocrites, characters, jugglers?
	anybody

anyone

somebody

someone

stuff

things

	WEAK STANCE / NONCOMMITTAL / UNDECIDED

Overuse of these words makes the writer sound unsure of his or her argument. Instead, take a firm stance. Avoid these words. If you must use these words, please use them sparingly.
	maybe 

might

probably


Unless these words are part of a direct quote from literature, do not use them. If you use a forbidden word, you must be prepared to give a thoroughly convincing reason why there was no alternative and its inclusion was absolutely critical to your paper.

Content Guide
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	THESIS AND INTRODUCTION
	· Formulate a thesis statement that is clear.

· State your thesis at the beginning of your essay, somewhere in your introductory paragraph. 

	BODY PARAGRAPHS:

EVIDENCE, AND DISCUSSION
	· Center every example and piece of discussion around your thesis statement.

· In each body paragraph you must use specific examples from the novel to support your argument. If you instructor has specified a minimum number of examples, then adhere to that. If no number has been specified, I suggest using at least two examples per paragraph.

· Discuss the purpose of each example fully. Explain how it fits your argument and why you are using it. Do not drop in an example and expect the reader to fill in your thoughts for you. 

· In your paper, use direct quotes from the book (correctly inserted and cited). If you instructor has specified a minimum number of direct quotes, then adhere to that. If a minimum has not been specified, I suggest using at least two direct quotes in your paper.

· You must introduce your reader to your proof, especially if it is a direct quote, and then have at least two to three explanatory sentences that follow. Quotes cannot stand by themselves as complete sentences.

· Be thorough. Connect every piece of proof to your thesis and discuss the pertinence of each example to your argument.

	ACCURACY
	· Do not provide information about the book that is just plain wrong. For example, when students refer to Scout (from To Kill A Mockingbird) as a boy it confirms that they did not read the book closely, if at all.

	CONCLUSION
	· Introduction ≠ Conclusion. Therefore, do not merely recycle parts of your thesis or introduction.

· Your conclusion should contain your thesis and a brief discussion of the outcome of your argument (the “so what?”).

· Do not introduce new ideas in your conclusion. If the ideas were that important, revise the paper to include them in the body of the paper.









If you fail to finish (or start) reading the book, or if you use Spark Notes, do not be surprised if your paper does not pass. The largest portion of  the grade is based on content.
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