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The Term Paper 

When students receive a term paper assignment, they often react with a series of questions.  What is a term paper?  What does it look like?  How long should it be?  How is a topic chosen?  How is research handled?  How much time will it take?  Must it be typed?  By discussing process and format, this guide provides serious students with answers to these valid questions.


A term paper is a typed, double-spaced, student-prepared paper which combines research and original thinking to present information and/or develop a thesis about a topic in an orderly and interesting way.  A simple research term paper reviews and summarizes factual information about a topic, combining information from several sources.  An analytical paper establishes the writer’s thesis about an issue with the goal of showing the reader that this thesis is valid.  Evidence for justifying this thesis must also come from research.  According to the Modern Language Association (MLA) handbook, "We undertake research when we wish to explore an idea . . . or make an argument that compels us to turn to outside help" (3).  A term paper, therefore, is not a persuasive essay, but a formal paper, written as the result of careful research.  A serious student plans for several weeks’ work to cover the processes of choosing a topic, researching, organizing, writing, and preparing the final draft.


The subject matter, or topic, of the term paper requires careful consideration.  To put a great deal of effort into a useless body of facts merely to practice the arts of research and expository writing would be foolish.  The writer should choose a topic of interest for which there are various available sources and which can be narrowed sufficiently to be covered thoroughly in a paper of the assigned length.  While documentary evidence is necessary, the topic should leave some room for the writer to develop a position concerning the collected facts or to present the available information in a form or size not previously available.


The processes of researching, thinking out, and writing a term paper are intertwined.  Start by reading many different types of sources to get a picture of what will make a good paper.  Normal sources include books; periodicals; “refereed, authoritative [electronic] sources” (Gibaldi 208); film, radio, and television presentations; public records; and, in some cases, private letters and conversations.  An encyclopedia article, though not a good source in itself, may lead to better sources through references to authors and books covering the subject.  One can best become objective by consulting authorities whose views differ.  Research requires wide reading, skimming, note taking and judgment.


Having decided how to narrow the topic and what thesis to develop, the student should begin by writing a preliminary outline of the planned paper and a list of works to be cited at the end of the paper.  This list must include author, title, and publishing information for all sources, as well as access information for each electronic source, so that a reader can refer to them if necessary.


After establishing a thesis, a preliminary list of works cited, and a preliminary outline, the student’s next step is to take notes on information relevant to the thesis.  There are many ways to take notes.  Note cards are recommended because using them helps the researcher/writer to easily distinguish between quoted, paraphrased or summarized information.  Additionally, they can be reorganized if the outline changes, something that often happens as a researcher becomes more knowledgeable through wide reading.  Each note card should include a short reference to the source (the list of works cited carries the full information) and the specific page number.  The information on the card may be a direct quote, a paraphrase of the author’s ideas, a summary of a long section, or merely a few words to establish a fact.  Experienced researchers use one card for each “bit" of information to make writing easier later.  No matter what method a writer uses to take careful notes, the three essential components are source, page number and information.  Because it is so easy to inadvertently leave out an accurate citation, another good idea is to label each “bit” as Q (quotation), P (paraphrase), S (summary) or F (fact). 


The problem of what to document plagues many students.  Giving a reference for every other word or phrase is ridiculous, while stating unsupported opinions or making general evaluations without referring to a source is just as bad.  Keep in mind the knowledge level of the intended audience and follow the instructor’s advice.  It is not usually necessary to document information a general audience would know, such as who assassinated Lincoln or who wrote “The Raven,” but conflicting opinions about the results or significance of those events or about a writer’s intention require documentation.  It is essential to document facts probably not known by the audience and ideas borrowed from someone else, whether directly quoted or only paraphrased.  “Failure to acknowledge . . . borrowings is plagiarism—intellectual dishonesty and a serious academic offense” (Garrett-Goodyear et al. 41).  The 2009-2010 Ellington High School student handbook concurs, defining plagiarism as presenting “the ideas or words of another as one’s own,”  a practice which “will result in a grade of zero for the test or assignment and may lead to a formal disciplinary response on the part of the administration” (25).    As Gibaldi points out in the 6th edition of the MLA handbook, “Student plagiarism does considerable harm” (67).  He notes that such plagiarism undermines teachers’ trust as well as the public’s perception of a school’s standards (67-8).  Generally it is safest to follow the rule: when in doubt, document.

Having consulted all possible sources and taken adequate notes, the term paper writer may wish to reorganize the outline and restate the thesis or central idea in preparation for writing the first draft.  Keep in mind that some notes may not fit; maintaining a balanced paper may necessitate discarding some collected notes for one part of the paper and going back to sources for more information for another part.


Many students have problems in organizing a paper.  Each paper requires an order logical for that particular topic.  The Smith College handbook says that chronological order works best when the paper describes processes or historical events; some papers can best be organized in order of difficulty of points, and comparison papers may use a different method (6).  Establish an organizing principle that works best for the particular topic.


The outline, the guide a reader uses to follow the writer’s line of thought, should be complete and clear with no more than three or four major divisions.  The paper’s introduction and conclusion are not part of an outline.  Some teachers will ask for a simple outline, while others expect a detailed outline with an entry for each paragraph.  Whether it is short or long, the outline should be consistent in form.  Decide on a topic outline or a sentence outline and maintain the form throughout.  In topic outlines, keep parallel items parallel in structure.  When subdividing a topic, follow the golden rule of outlining: if there is an A, there must be a B; if there is a 1, there must be a 2.  Standard grammar handbooks provide a handy review of this essential skill.


The next and most important step is writing the term paper.  A compelling introduction, which interests the reader, states the topic or question under discussion, and presents the central idea or thesis, is essential.  It need not be long; for an ordinary term paper, one paragraph is usually sufficient.


Working from the outline, the writer presents ideas and information in the most appropriate style.  Good writers everywhere find their own voices in their way of phrasing, their choice of words, their emphasis and direction.  No two writers write the same, even on the same topic and from the same point of view.  Hemingway is brief and blunt; Hawthorne is detailed and subtle.  Writing, even though based on research, should reflect the writer’s own voice.


While maintaining a unique voice, the writer should aim for a formal, objective style.  Standard written English, as used in respected newspapers, books, and magazines, is the norm.  “Term paper language” avoids emotional words and phrases, slang, colloquial language, jargon and euphemisms, because they cloud a carefully thought-out presentation.  Emotionally loaded words like “horrible” or “heartless” can actually diminish the effect of good, clear facts.  Slang is unsuitable for any serious paper, as is most colloquial language, since it rapidly becomes outdated.  Jargon, the use of long empty words like “implementing deterrents to anti-social behavior” instead of “stopping crime” should also be avoided.  Some students mistakenly think the use of long words will impress the reader, but the shorter word is usually clearer. Similarly, avoid fancy words for plain facts.  “Died” is preferable to “passed to his just reward.”  Strunk and White’s Elements of Style provides an excellent discussion of clear writing.


Make the paper’s discussion clear to the reader by establishing verbal relationships to show connections between paragraphs and major divisions.  The Smith College handbook notes that transitions like “next,” “therefore,” and “similarly” help the reader follow the paper’s ideas and suggests that writers acknowledge conflicting facts or opinions with “although,” “nevertheless,” or “on the other hand,” as well as deal intelligently with any seeming contradictions (7).  Complex ideas and seemingly contradictory relationships enrich a paper, but they must be explained.


 The student must decide, as he or she begins to write, on the use of pronouns.  First, who is the writer?  I?  We?  When the writer must use personal references in a phrase like, “I have found,” modern usage generally prefers “I” to the older “we,” but this use of the first person is rare and should be avoided. Then clarify the subject of discussion by correct use of the third person pronoun.  If a gender-specific word like “father” is the subject, subsequent references may be “he” or “his.”  But a gender-neutral noun like “student” requires “he/she” or “his/her,” a construction that can sound awkward.  A graceful solution is the use of a plural form; “they” and “their,” for example, may follow the plural form, “students.”  Maintain consistency in the use of pronouns throughout the paper.  The writer of the paper is in the first person, and the subject spoken about is in the third person.  Avoid use of the second person, “you,” because its use is informal and causes writing to sound unsophisticated.


Another major concern in formal writing is how to refer to sources.  Normally, the author’s last name leads a short citation called a parenthetical reference.  Citation of the author’s last name followed by the page number is the standard “fall-back” form for these parenthetical references.  However, the MLA handbook recommends that when possible a short reference to the source, usually the author, should be a part of the written text with only the page number in parentheses following the citation.  The punctuation follows the closing parenthesis (238).  A book with no author, or one that has only an editor, should either be referred to by title in the text or be cited in a parenthetical reference using an underlined or italicized piece of the book’s title before the page number.  In short, clarity, consistency and brevity should govern how one refers to sources.  


Aim for smoothness and clarity when incorporating references into the text.  Roth says, “In well integrated papers the quotations, summaries, and other information drawn from sources are so carefully worked into the text that they are part of the flow of writing” (171).  She adds, “If they are merely [set] down, one after the other . . . , the result is choppy and disjointed” (172).  Including the author or title in the sentence, as at the beginning of this paragraph, is one way to achieve smooth integration of source material, so that only the page number has to be in the parentheses.  This holds true whether the material cited is directly quoted, paraphrased, or merely noted.


Proper use of direct quotations can improve the effect of a paper, but they need special attention.  When the borrowed material is quoted, the MLA handbook recommends, “If a prose quotation runs no more than four typed lines and requires no special emphasis, put it in quotation marks and incorporate it in the text” (110).  Occasionally, a longer quotation may be required as exemplified below:

If a prose quotation runs to more than four typed lines in [the] paper, set it off from [the] text by beginning a new line, indenting one inch . . . from the left margin, and typing it double-spaced without adding quotation marks . . . .  If [quoting] only a single paragraph or part of one, do not indent the first line more than the rest.  A parenthetical reference to a prose quotation set off from the text follows the last line of the quotation. (Gibaldi 110-11)


In quoting poetry, similar rules of common sense apply.  In the text, a single line of poetry may be incorporated using quotation marks.  Similarly, two or three lines may be integrated, but with a slash to show the end of each poetic line.  Quotation of a longer section of a poem should be started on a new line, indented one inch, formatted as it appears in the source, and given no quotation marks (Gibaldi 112).  


A term paper should make good use of sources, but it should not be simply a collection of quotations strung together.  "Quotations are effective in research papers when used selectively,” states the MLA handbook, but be aware that, "Overquotation can bore [the] reader” (109).  Similarly, using only part of a quotation may be more effective for the paper's purpose, but cut judiciously.  Be sure that removing words does not change the author's meaning, and leave enough of the quote so that it still makes sense to the reader.  Kate Turabian, research paper format expert, explains how to cut part of a quotation that is not essential to the purpose: “Such an omission is indicated by an ellipsis mark consisting of three spaced periods, in addition to any period marking the end of the sentence” (53).  Quotations within quoted material should be handled according to standard conventions.  Enclose all of the quoted material in quotation marks, and enclose the "quote within a quote" in single quotation marks using the apostrophe key.

In addition to documentation, the mechanics of a formal paper must be carefully addressed.  Observe standard rules for punctuation and capitalization.  Avoid abbreviations, except for academic degrees and titles.  Numbers can also pose a problem.  The MLA handbook advises: “Spell out numbers if they can be written in one or two words . . . .  But do not begin a sentence with a numeral” (98).  

Be consistent in referring to titles.  Italicize the titles of books, full length plays, long poems, magazines, movies, radio and television programs, ballets, operas, musical compositions, paintings, sculptures, ships, and aircraft.  Use quotation marks for the titles of essays, short stories, short poems, chapters of books, individual episodes of regular programs on radio and television, and for works published within larger works such as articles like “What Next in Washington?” in Wall Street Journal.  NEVER both italicize and use quotation marks for the same title; choose correctly.


After finishing the paper, the writer should be sure there is time for the valuable process of revision, a step which can make a major difference in the finished product.  Carefully review the introduction and conclusion for clarity and consistency.  Check the documentation, remembering that except for generally accepted facts, everything taken from another source, whether directly quoted or not, must be documented.  Check style and mechanics.  Read the whole paper through in one sitting to make sure that the prose is interesting, that the citations fit smoothly, that the thesis is developed logically, and that the introduction and conclusion balance the paper.  This is the time to rewrite some passages and develop better transitions in some places.  Gibaldi points out that “the successful research paper is usually the culmination of a series of drafts” (57).


Once the writer is satisfied with the wording, form and style of the paper, he/she is ready to prepare the final draft.  The entire paper should be typed in 12 point on 8½ by 11 white paper.  Using a word processor to produce the paper saves time, allows for proofreading and revision, and produces a better-appearing final product.  Be careful about using technology however.  Roth advises, “Be sure your printer has easily read type.  Don’t get fancy with boldface or multiple [fonts] even if your computer and printer can support such variation.  Just keep the text readable” (253).


A formal paper, like a book, follows a specific format.  Unless the teacher advises otherwise, the outline and any charts or maps should follow the text of the paper, and the list of works cited comes last. The text of the paper should be double-spaced and left-justified, with left, right, top and bottom margins of one inch.  The MLA calls for the text to begin on the first page with the student's name, the instructor's name, the course title and the date (also typed double-spaced) at the margin in the upper left corner.  On every page the student's last name and the page number should appear in the upper right hand corner.  The text should include an introduction proportionate to the length of the paper; the main body of the paper, which relates closely to the outline; and a conclusion, proportionate in length, which sums up the main points presented.  Unless the instructor advises otherwise, do not use divisions or subheads within the paper.  

The outline page has the title of the paper, centered, one inch from the top of the page.  The outline follows.  It may be single- or double-spaced, depending on length and appearance, but major divisions should be separated by two spaces.  It should have the same margins as the text.  Outline entries may be sentences or topics but not a mixture.


The works cited page should include all works used, even if not directly quoted, and must be double-spaced.  The list of works must be alphabetized by authors’ last names or the first word in the titles when no author’s name is available.  A typical entry for a print source gives the author’s name, the title of the book underlined or italicized, the place of publication, the abbreviated name of the publishing company and the date.  The first line of each entry starts at the left margin, and subsequent lines of the same entry are indented five spaces.  This arrangement is called “hanging indentation.”  For more detailed information, consult the sample works cited pages which follow the text in this paper, or refer to the MLA handbook.  

The completed paper requires a final proofreading.  Minor typographical errors may be repaired neatly with liquid whiteout and black ink.  Major problems must be corrected and reprinted.  Mechanical and stylistic errors suggest carelessness (Lester 124).  After proofreading, paper clip the manuscript in the upper left corner (Gibaldi 138).  Do not staple or enclose it in a binder.


The paper is ready to be submitted.  A writer can be justifiably proud of good research, good writing, and a good presentation.  He/she has learned to utilize the resources of a library, to weigh the opinions of others and form conclusions, to pursue a topic in depth, and to share the learning.  The long process of producing a formal paper develops habits and skills which will be helpful throughout adult life.

Mrs. Mary Sullivan wrote this sample term paper.  The English department has revised it to reflect 2009 MLA standards.

The Term Paper
I. Beginning the process


A. Choosing a topic


B. Reading a variety of sources


C. Establishing a preliminary outline


D. Taking notes


E. Using documentation and avoiding plagiarism


F. Organizing the paper



1. Logical order



2. The outline

II. Writing the paper


A. Writing style



1. Finding the writer’s voice



2. Using Standard English



3. Using transitions



4. Using pronouns


B. References to sources



1. Parenthetical references


2. Integration within the text



3. Quotations


C. Mechanics

III. Producing the final draft


A. Revision


B. Typing 


C. Format



1. Title page/first page of body



2. Remainder of body



3. Charts and diagrams



4. Works Cited


D. Final check

Some Notes of Creating the Works Cited

MLA recommends the use of hanging indention for the entries in the works-cited list: the first line of each entry is flush left, and subsequent lines in the entry are indented. Hanging indention makes alphabetical lists easier to use.  In a word processor, the best way to create this indention is to highlight the paragraphs that are (or will be) entries and then choose hanging indention in the options for formatting paragraphs. [Format(Paragraph(Indentation(Special(Hanging]
According to the MLA guide (6th edition), when a writer must cite a published work he/she must, “take the title from the title page, not from the cover . . .   [and] not reproduce any unusual typographic characteristics, such as special capitalization or lowercasing of all letters (Gibaldi 102).  Additionally, if several publication cities are listed, only the first is placed in the works cited entry (151).

MLA—Print Resources

	Books

If the book has NO AUTHOR, simply start with the title.
	Example

	One Author
Author’s Last Name, First Name.  Title.  Place of publication:  Publisher, date.  Print.
	L’Engle, Madeleine.  A Circle of Quiet.  New York: Farrar, 1972.  Print.

	Two Authors
Author’s Last Name, First Name and 2nd Author’s First Name and Last Name.  Title.  Place of publication:  Publisher, date.  Print.
	Spangenburg, Ray and Diane K. Moser.  The History of Science from the Ancient Greeks to the Scientific Revolution.  New York:  Facts on File, 1993.

	More than three authors
First author’s Last Name, First Name, et. al.  Title.  Place of publication:  Publisher, date.  Print.
	Roberts, Richard, et. al.  UN Contributions to Development Thinking and Practice.  Bloomington:  Indiana UP, 2004.  Print.

	Editor (ed.)
Editor’s  Last Name, First Name.  Title.  Place of publication:  Publisher, date.  Print.


	Canning, John, ed.  Great Disasters: Catastrophes of the Twentieth Century.  London: Octopus, 1976.  Print.


	Bible

	Example

	Title of Specific Edition.  Place of Publication:  Publisher, date.  Print.  Version.
	New Jerusalem Bible.  Wheaton: Crossway-Good News, 2003. Print.  Eng. Standard Vers.  



	Periodicals
NO AUTHOR, simply start with the title of the article.
	Example

	Author’s Last Name, First.  “Article Title.”  Magazine Title Day Month Year:  Pages.  Print.
	Walsh, Bryan.  “America’s Food Crisis and How to Fix It.”  Time 31 Aug. 2009:  30-37.  Print.

	Print Encyclopedias, Reference Books
	Example

	With an Author
Author’s Last Name, First Name.  “Article Title.”  Encyclopedia or Reference Book Title.  Edition.  Date.  Print.
	Gruber, Samuel.  “Shark.”  World Book Encyclopedia.  2001.  Print.

	Without an Author
	Example

	“Article Title.”  Encyclopedia or Reference Book Title.  Edition.  Date.  Print
	“Archimedes.”  Encyclopedia of World Biography.  Detroit:  Gale.  2004 ed.  Print.

	Work in a Collection
	Example

	Author’s Last Name, First Name.  “Article Title.”  Book Title.  Editor’s First Name and Last Name.  Place of Publication:  Publisher, date.  Pages.  Print.
	Schorer, Mark.  “The Humiliation of Emma Woodhouse.”  Jane Austen.  Ed. Ian Watt.  Englewood Cliffs, NJ:  Prentice Hall, 1963.  98-111.  Print.


 Citing Electronic Sources

According to the MLA handbook, “citations of electronic sources and those of print sources should . . . give sufficient information to allow the reader to locate [them]” (207).  The handbook also stresses that the constantly changing nature of electronic sources makes any recommendations about citation subject to change; however, certain basic principles apply to every entry.  “Whereas the basic entry for print publications . . . typically has three main divisions—author’s name, title and publication information—a citation for an electronic publication . . . may have as many as five divisions: 

Author’s name.  “Title of the document.”  Information about print publication.  Information about electronic publication.  Access information. (Gibaldi  208)
The following representative samples of citations of commonly used types of electronic sources come from the MLA handbook; for a more comprehensive list, consult the seventh edition of the handbook, pages 181-212.  

MLA—Online Resources

	Online Databases:  Gale, Iconn, Jstor, etc.
NO AUTHOR, simply start with the article title.
	Example

	Author’s Last Name, First.  “Article Title.”  Journal Title Day Month Year:  Pages.
  Title of Database.  Web.  Date of access (day month year).
	Evangelista, Stefano.  “Victorian and Edwardian Responses to the Italian Renaissance.”  Victorian Studies 46.4 (2006):  729-31.  Academic Search Premier.  Web.  12 Mar. 2007.

	Web Sites

NO AUTHOR, simply start with the article title.
	Example

	Author/Creator’s Name.  “Article Title.”  Web Page Title.  Publisher or Sponsor of the Site
, Publication Date
.  Web.  Date of access (day month year).
	Andrade, Mary.  Day of the Dead in Mexico.  N.p., n.d.  Web 31 Aug. 2009.
“H1N1.”  Encyclopedia Britannica Online.  Encyclopedia Britannica, 2008.  Web.  15 May 2008.
“Six Charged in Alleged N.J. Terror Plot.”  WNBC.com.  WNBC, 8 May 2007.  Web.  9 May 2007.

	Online Periodicals

NO AUTHOR, simply start with the article title.
	Example

	Article in Online Newspaper or Newswire

Author’s Last Name, First.  “Article Title.”  Newspaper Title Day Month Year:  Pages.  Title of Database or Web Site.  Web.  Date of access (day month year). 
	Pierre, Robert E.  “In Ohio, Supreme Court Considers Right to Procreate.”  Washington Post 11 May 2004:  n.pag.  The Washington Post.  Web.  2 Dec. 2009.

	Article in Online Magazine

NO AUTHOR, simply start with the article title.
	Example

	Author’s Last Name, First.  “Article Title.”  Magazine Title Day Month Year:  Pages.  Web.  Date of access (day month year).
	Miller, Steven, and Sara Guyer, eds.  “Literature and the Right to Marriage.”  Diacritics 35.4 May 2005:  1-22.  Web.  5 June 2008.


Works Cited

Ellington High School Guidance Department.  Ellington High School Student Handbook 2009- 2010.  Ellington, CT, 2009.  Print.
Garrett-Goodyear, Joan H., Elizabeth W. Harries, Douglas W. Patey and Margaret L. Shook.  Writing Papers: A Handbook for Students at Smith College.  Littleton: Sundance, 1986.  Print.
Gibaldi, Joseph.  MLA Handbook for Writers of Research Papers.  6th ed.  New York: MLA, 2003.  Print.
Lester, James D.   Writing Research Papers: A Complete Guide.  5th ed.  Glenview: Scott, 1987.  Print.
MLA Handbook for Writers of Research Papers.  7th ed.  New York:  MLA, 2009.  Print.
Roth, Audrey J.  The Research Paper: Process, Form, and Content.  5th ed.  Belmont: Wadsworth, 1986.  Print.
Strunk, William Jr. and E. B. White.  The Elements of Style.  New York: Macmillan, 1979.  Print.
Turabian, Kate L.  Student’s Guide for Writing College Papers.  3rd ed.  Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1976.   Print.  
� [When included in parenthetical references, the titles of the books of the Bible are often abbreviated (1 Chron. 21.8, Rev. 21.3).


In one of the most vivid prophetic visions in the Bible, Ezekial saw “what seemed to be four living creatures,” each with the faces of a man, a lion, an ox, and an eagle (New Jerusalem Bible, Ezek. 1.5-10).  John of Patmos echoes this passage when describing his vision (Rev. 4.6-8).





� A periodical article on the Web may not include page numbers.  If possible, give the inclusive page numbers or, when pagination in not continuous, the first page number and a plus sign; if pagination is not available, use n.pag.  


� If publisher or sponsor of site is not available, use N.p.


� If date is not available, use n.d.





