Writing a Research Paper



The First Draft

Writing an introduction
Introductions are important. They arouse a reader's interest, introduce the subject, and tackle the So What? factor. In short, they're your paper's "first impression." But you don't have to write them first. In fact, many students prefer launching right into the body of the essay before they tackle intros and conclusions. However, other students prefer writing the introduction first to help "set up" what's to follow. 

Whatever your style, you'll probably put your thesis/question somewhere near the end of the paragraph and some important background information directly before. But that still leaves the very beginning. Contrary to what you may have been taught, intros don't have to begin with a "general statement." So what are some different ways to start that first sentence? 

· Begin with a quotation. Just make sure you explain its relevance

· Begin with a question
· Begin with an acknowledgment of an opinion opposite to the one you plan to take

· Begin with a very short narrative or anecdote that has a direct bearing on your paper

· Begin with an interesting fact
· Begin with a definition or explanation of a term relevant to your paper

· Begin with irony or paradox
· Begin with an analogy. Make sure it's original but not too far-fetched

If introductions give you trouble no matter when you do them or how you begin, sometimes it helps to construct several mini-outlines just for that paragraph and try each out to see which works best. 

Body paragraphs and integrating sources
Your body paragraphs are perhaps the most important part of your paper; without them your thesis is meaningless and your research question . . . well . . . remains an unanswered question. 

The number of paragraphs you have will entirely depend on the length of your paper and the complexity of each subtopic. However, after you have begun to double space your prose, there should be a new paragraph somewhere on each page; a page without an indent is usually a signal that a paragraph somewhere is running too long. 

Moving through your essay should be like strolling through hilly terrain. At the hill peaks, you introduce your readers to the 'bigger picture' with more general, abstract words. Then you descend the hill from these heights of generality to the examples down in the valleys. Here you explain in concrete terms what you mean by your lofty claims and show them in action. Eventually, you make your way back up again so that readers can see the examples in their context, that is, what they mean to the bigger picture. This is how your essay should flow: up and down and up again. If, on the other hand, your valleys mutate into vast prairies, readers begin to lose a sense of the original general assertions. Or, if your peaks become heady plateaus, the audience will get dizzy from the high altitude and long for examples in the concrete world. Therefore, you must always achieve a sense of balance between the general and the particular. 

According to Bell and Corbett's The Little English Handbook, the three most important features of a paragraph (and unfortunately the most common errors as well) are unity, coherence, and adequate development. 

 Unity is the development of a single controlling idea usually presented in the topic sentence. Each sentence should somehow develop that idea and no other. A paragraph on the role of midwives in child-birth should not digress to child-rearing in the same paragraph. Thus, if you're typing a sentence in your draft that doesn't seem to fit where it is, keep it in but flag it somehow. During revision, you'll see whether there isn't a better spot for it or if it ought to be scrapped. 

 Coherence is a quality where the writer makes it explicitly clear what the connections are between thoughts. In Latin, coherence basically means "to stick together." Make things stick together for your readers. You won't be there beside them saying "oh, this is what I meant." Tell them what you mean in writing! Don't think "but, that's obvious"--make it obvious by saying it. Bell and Corbett include the following tips for achieving coherence: 

· Repeat key words. Using synonyms may be great for creative writing but in research papers, key words are markers!!

· Use pronouns for important nouns. Of course, you can't always be saying the same words over and over again so luckily the English language has a device called the pronoun to refer back to the same word. If you say that 'the educational system is troubled' in one sentence and begin the next with "it," the reader knows the 'it' here refers back to educational system.

· Use demonstratives. "This policy . . . ," "that event," or " . . . these examples" are great ways to, again, point back to a previous sentence.

· Establish some logical order to the sentences in your paragraph such as cause to effect, or general to particular.

· Use transitional words. Transitional words like "therefore," "moreover," "however," aren't just great links between paragraphs but also signal the type of relationship one sentence has to another. Here is a link to a list of transitional words and phrases.

 Adequate development is what it sounds like: fulfill what you promise in your topic sentence. If you say you will discuss several unusual items found in drugstores, then discuss several. Give your readers enough meat to chew on about the topic. What is adequate? Well, it's quite subjective but remember this little saying (sexist implications aside) from one of my early English teachers: "An essay or paragraph is like a woman's skirt: it should be long enough to cover the topic and short enough to be interesting." 

Writing a conclusion
Just as there is no formula for an introduction, there is none for a conclusion either. What form a conclusion will take entirely depends on what precedes it. There are some rules of thumb to keep in mind though: 

· Don't depend on your conclusion to sum up the body paragraphs. Your paragraphs should flow naturally into one another and connections should be made among them. Summary can be an important function of conclusions but keep this part brief; readers know what they've just read.

· Don't simply regurgitate your introduction. Try to talk about your topic in a new way now that you've presented all that you have about it.

· Point out the importance or the implications of what you've just said on an area of societal concern. Again, this is the so what? factor stated perhaps a bit more dramatically.

· For analytical papers in particular, you could mention the lack of conclusion in the field. This demonstrates that you understand the complexity of the subject matter.

· Perhaps propose what you feel is a natural next step to take in light of what your argument is attempting to convince people of.

· Don't end your conclusion with a quotation or with a statement that could very well be the subject of another paper. The former deflects attention away from you as writer and thinker; the latter deflects attention from what you're saying in your paper.

  

