
GUIDELINES FOR WRITING PAPERS

GENERAL GUIDELINES:


Scholarly papers follow specific guidelines concerning both content and form.  Some details vary from discipline to discipline, but students should be able to write papers according to any of the standard style manuals.  In this class you will use MLA Style, as represented in The MLA Handbook and the The MLA Style Manual.  It is your responsibility to make sure your papers conform in every aspect to MLA Style.  In making corrections on your papers, I will mark a mistake in style only once.  It is then your responsibility to find and correct all other examples of that mistake in your paper and to avoid it in future work.    
SAMPLE ERRORS AND PROBLEMS IN WRITING:

Misspellings:  Use a dictionary if you are unsure about a word. 

Dumb mistakes‑‑e.g., "there" vs. "their," "your" vs. "you're."  Proofread carefully.

E.g., i.e.: These abbreviations are followed by commas, as are their spelled-out counterparts “for example,” and “that is,” wherever they are used in a sentence.

Past participles: Recognize that past participles are conjugated forms of a verb, usually ending in ‑ed in English.   For example: "I was supposed to leave at 8:00." 

Commas: There are numerous rules concerning commas, so if I delete or add a comma as a correction, look up comma rules to determine the reason(s) for my correction.  The most common mistake made with commas is to separate a subject from its verb with one comma, which is incorrect.  You may have 2 commas setting off a phrase or dependent clause between a subject and its verb, but not just one comma: “I told her to wait [no comma] and to call later,” “He asked her, however, to wait,” and “She decided, after thinking about it awhile, to call later.”
In-text parenthetical references: To avoid footnotes, MLA style now advises that you indicate author and page number in parentheses—e.g., (Elgin 45)—in your text following a quote, outside the quotation mark, unless there is more than one text by that author, in which case you follow the name by a comma and include a shortened form of the title—e.g., (Elgin, Native 45).

Quotation marks: For quotes and indicating non-standard usage of a word, English uses double quotation marks (“. . .”) instead of single ones (‘. . .’).  Single quotation marks are only used for quotations within quotations.  There are various rules for ending punctuation for quotations, so be sure and look them up and follow them carefully.  Usually, commas and periods go inside quotation marks, while colons and semi-colons go outside them.  
Ambiguity: Beware of being too elliptical in your writing.  If you state, for example, "Women are inferior beings," without any disclaimer or indication that you are referring to a (sexist) cliché, then such statements will be understood as your opinion.  If they are not your opinion, then you must so indicate; e.g., "Women are considered inferior beings"; "The so‑called inferiority of women," etc.

Vagueness: Avoid use of vague, non‑specific terms and expressions, euphemisms, clichés, hyperbole, etc.  Conversational language is full of such terms, but good writing is not.  Always be as clear and as specific as possible.  Make sure when you use a pronoun that it has a clear antecedent, i.e., that the pronoun clearly refers to a previous noun or idea that it is replacing. 

Incomplete sentences: Do not use incomplete sentences in your formal writing.  Every sentence must have at least a subject and a verb.

Rhetorical questions: You should be presenting arguments, not asking questions.  This common conversational tactic sounds affected and simplistic in formal writing.  

Imputing intentions: Do not impute undocumented motivations/intentions to people.  For example, the sentence "Sojourner Truth wasn't about to let the men get the upper hand in the meeting" implies that the author knows what Ms. Truth was thinking, which is impossible.  Stick to interpretation based on facts.  Also, be careful that your facts are correct.  

GUIDELINES FOR ORGANIZING PAPERS:

Clearly organize your material into 1) Introduction, with a thesis statement indicating your topic and what you will be proving; 2) Body of the paper, where you develop and substantiate your arguments using logical analysis and supportive or illustrative material (e.g., facts, quotes, statistics, etc.); and 3) Conclusion, where you synthesize all material and convince your reader why the paper's now proven thesis matters, perhaps by relating it to a broader context or by addressing complexities/ambiguities/alternatives the paper has raised.  Does the concluding paragraph rouse the reader, or does it sound tired, as if you simply want the paper to end and have forgotten about the reader's needs? 

The body of the paper must also be organized.  The key word for success here is development.  Have in mind how most effectively to progress in the delineation of your arguments.  A good rule of thumb is to make one major point per paragraph.  This does not mean you should have one‑sentence paragraphs.  Paragraphs should generally be at least 4‑5 sentences in length and 1) include a statement or two that accurately forecasts what that paragraph will prove; 2) present supporting evidence; 3) provide analysis of the evidence presented; 4) conclude by noting why what the paragraph proves matters and how it connects to the thesis.  Don't expect facts or material to stand on their own, i.e., to do your speaking for you.  If you mention something, you must justify why you mention it.  In other words, don't mention anything without stating its significance or relevance to your argument.  

Pay attention to making smooth transitions from one paragraph to the next.  Remember that the individual paragraphs provide cumulative evidence and arguments to support your main thesis and a clear progression in the development of your argumentation should be evident.  This should not be difficult if you have organized your material and arguments in a clear and logical fashion.  

Do not use stand‑alone quotes, i.e., quotes that are presented alone without being connected, both through punctuation and an explanatory statement, to another sentence.  Quotes are always supportive material and as such must be embedded within another sentence.  This means that a quote must be introduced or followed by a statement indicating its relevance to the point it is supporting.  See The Elements of Style (William Strunk and E.B. White) or The MLA Handbook (Joseph Gibaldi) for instructions on using commas or colons to connect a quote to the sentence in which it is embedded.  

Do not use quotes to make your points for you.  You should not usually begin a paragraph with a quote, and you should never let the quote replace your own argumentation.  Quotes are used to support your arguments.  Choose your quotes carefully so that they illustrate and reinforce your arguments rather than replace or simply restate them.  Quotes longer than 4 typed lines must be indented 10 spaces, but they must still be double‑spaced.  You should avoid at all costs using very long quotes.  I suggest you judiciously limit usage of long quotes: no more than one per paper and not longer than 6‑7 lines.

Do not plagiarize material.  Indicate quoted or even paraphrased material with quotes and cite your reference.  Incorrect references will result in the lowering of your grade.  The recently revised MLA style suggests that you make reference to cited or paraphrased material in the text of your paper rather than using footnotes.  Consult the MLA Handbook for correct format for bibliographical references. 

Give yourself enough time to write and proofread.  Put the rough draft and seemingly final versions aside for at least one day, then reread carefully and make appropriate revisions.   You are required to use a computer for writing your papers, for this greatly facilitates revising and provides a back-up document in case you or I misplace your paper.  Computer labs are available across campus and most are open 24 hours a day.

SAMPLE ONLINE WRITING RESOURCES:

There are also numerous web sites providing assistance on items from bibliographic style to writing papers in general.  Below is a sample list:

Atkins Library’s guide at http://guides.library.uncc.edu/CitationGuides
Writing Resource Center's style guides at http://writing.uncc.edu/writing-resources-center/student-resources

http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/747/01/ (see also the links “The Writing Process” and “General Academic Writing” on the right frame)

http://www.mla.org/handbook_faq 


http://www.mla.org/style_faq  

Plagiarism.org at http://www.plagiarism.org/
