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I. Introduction 

This handbook will help you write a research paper using MLA (Modern Language 
Association) format for any of your high school classes.  While other style methods do 
exist (APA, Chicago, etc.), you will only use MLA format in your research for 
Phoenixville Area High School.  This handbook will be supplemented with material from 
your instructor to help you complete the specific assignments required for your class.    

A research paper presents a topic and proves points about that topic using information 
found in various sources.  In other words, your paper will not be a “report,” or simply 
a retelling of facts and information about a topic.  Your paper will prove something about 
the topic you select.  The sentence that states what your paper will prove about the 
subject is called the thesis statement.  The subtopics of your thesis are called proofs. 

A research project is valuable because it teaches you the methods of finding information, 
judging its value, organizing and choosing the best arguments and facts to back up your 
point.  Of course, the paper itself stresses persuasive writing skills and the ability to 
revise and edit your work.  Therefore, the process of writing a paper is as important as 
the final product.   

Keep and use this handbook throughout your school years to help you understand the 
process of researching a topic and writing an effective paper that proves a thesis.   

 

II.   Choosing a topic 

To start your assigned project, choose a topic that truly interests you so the project will be 
motivating. Try to choose a topic that is manageable and has available resources so you 
do not become frustrated by the work.   

Try to avoid topics that are too broad or too narrow.  You don’t want to be overwhelmed 
by the scope of a topic, nor do you want to have a tough time finding sources.  Also avoid 
topics that are too subjective or the paper may become biased and lack objectivity.  
Choosing a topic that is too familiar to you or too factual may become boring very 
quickly.  It is better to choose something that seems interesting that you don’t know much 
about so you will enjoy the learning experience.  Finally, avoid topics that are too 
technical or you may get confused by the research and have trouble proving (or even 
understanding) your point. 

Pose your topic as a question to be answered or a problem to be solved.  Your eventual 
answer to this question will lead you to your thesis.   
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Sample topics

General subject:  any American author 

Unsuitable topics:  Why was Edgar Allan Poe a good writer? (too broad)   
             Did Edgar Allan Poe enjoy school? (too narrow and trivial)  
                Was E.A. Poe the best American Author ever? (too personal) 

Suitable topics:      What images did Edgar Allan Poe use to strike fear into his readers? 
           How did Edgar Allan Poe’s personal life affect his poetry?                
         How do sanity and insanity play a role in “The Black Cat,” “Fall of   
               the House of Usher” and “The Tell-Tale Heart”? 

 

General subject:  civil rights 

Unsuitable topics:  What was the civil rights movement?  (too broad)           
         How did my mother help the civil rights movement?  (too personal)        
                     

Suitable topics:      How did Martin Luther King help lead the civil rights movement? 
         In what ways did Martin Luther King’s assassination affect the civil  
    rights movement? 

 

General subject:  an environmental problem 

Unsuitable topics:  How have people harmed the environment?  (too broad)     
                What types of plastics can I recycle?  (too narrow and personal) 
         How much more damage can the ozone layer withstand if the amount  
          of fluorocarbons released into the atmosphere increases yearly and   
          what can be done about it?  (too broad and vague; perhaps too  
          technical) 

Suitable topic: What new policies and efforts are needed in Chester County to fight 
water pollution?  
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III.  Searching for information 
 

To prove the thesis of your paper, you will need several sources of information.  You 
should try to find a variety of types of information, both print sources (books, magazines, 
newspapers, Opposing Viewpoints pamphlets) and electronic sources (the internet, CD-
ROM).  An obvious place to find many of these sources is the school or public library.  
 
Searching for information: Print sources 
 
To find out which books are available in your school library, you’ll need to go online to a 
database known as OPAC.  OPAC (online public access catalog) is your school library’s 
catalog of books.  Two dedicated search stations are located at the main desk in the 
library, but you can access OPAC from any computer in the school.  Here’s how:   
 1. Log in.   
 2. From the portal page, scroll down and click on District Library Web Page.   
 3. Highlight PAHS OPAC.   
 4. A search screen opens.  
You may type in an author, a title, a subject, or main words in your topic.  You will know 
immediately what books are available for your use. 
 
We also have borrowing privileges from other libraries in Pennsylvania.  You can search 
their OPACs through ACCESS Pennsylvania. Here’s how:  
1. From the portal page, scroll down and click on District Library Web Page.   
2.  Select POWER Library. 
3. Look in the lower right area of the screen for Access PA.   
When you enter that database, you’ll find directions for proceeding.  Access PA is a 
useful resource if you have a fairly distant deadline since you won’t receive the borrowed 
material for about two weeks.   
 
Whenever you need information you can’t find, check with the library staff.  Sometimes 
they will remember seeing something that might be useful for your research. 
Searching for information: Print sources 
 
Using the internet   
 
When using the internet for research, be careful to use reliable search sites.  Highly 
recommended search engines include: Google, All the Web, Teoma, AltaVista, WiseNut, 
HotBot, Lycos.  These websites contain much historical, scientific, and newsworthy 
information and can help you locate specific websites and articles that may have the 
information you need.   
 
After accessing one of the above websites, type your key search words in the box and 
click "search.”  The search engine will look for web sites relating to those words.  
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You can narrow your search by using more keywords at once. For instance, if you type in 
just "Phoenixville," your search results will include hundreds of pages. However, if you 
type in "Phoenixville + history + steel mill," your search results will include far fewer 
pages—maybe few enough to find exactly what you need. 

It is very important when researching on the internet that you use legitimate websites 
with worthwhile information.  You want to avoid people’s individual home pages or any 
websites that contains biased information.  Ask yourself who posted this information and 
for what purpose.  Is the material from a reliable source?  Is it likely to be accurate?  If 
the main website address ends in .org .edu or .gov then most likely the information is 
reliable.  If the main website address ends in .com or .net you should carefully scrutinize 
the material and judge its value before using it in your paper. 

 

Note:  You must print copies of ANY articles or materials that you use from the internet 
and have them available for your teacher.  You must also have the exact internet address 
of the printout, or you may not be able to use it as a source for your paper.   

Remember to check with your teacher about how many sources you need to find and 
what kinds of sources are acceptable for your project. 
 

Research descriptors 

Descriptors for research are not limited to author, subject, and title.  Using specific 
research descriptors can help you in several ways.  The right descriptors can narrow your 
search by giving it more focus and purpose.  Good researchers consider theme, 
philosophy, concepts, historical period, and genre to give their research depth and to open 
up more possibilities for discovery.   

For example, a research paper on Mark Twain’s The Adventures of Huckleberry  
Finn might use the following descriptors: 

Theme – alienation and self discovery 

Literary philosophy – realism vs. romanticism  

Concepts – provincialism, materialism, and freedom 

Historical period – pre Civil War South and abolition 

Genre- satire and humor 
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IV.  Citing sources 

After you have found books, articles, web pages, etc. that supply material to use in your 
research paper, you will need to cite the publication information of the source.  You do 
this to give credit to the author or organization that supplied the information, rather than 
claiming the words and ideas are your own.  Failure to do this results in plagiarism (see 
Part X).   

The next two pages list the basic format for citing the main types of sources you will 
encounter.  As you create a citation for each source, pay careful attention to proper 
spelling, punctuation, and capitalization.  Also notice the conventions for spacing and 
indenting.  You will be asked either to make a notecard containing the citation for each 
source you find or to write each on a sheet of paper.  If you need to cite a type of source 
that doesn’t appear below or you need help citing a source, ask your teacher. 

 

Book or pamphlet by a single author

Benson, Jackson J.  The True Adventure of John Steinbeck, Writer.  New York: Penguin 

Title 

  Books, 1984. 

Place 
published

 

 

Book by two or more authors

Year published

Author, last 
name, first 

Publisher 

Gielgud, John, and John Miller.  Acting Shakespeare.  New York: Scribner’s, 1991. 

*Note:  If there are more than three authors, use the first author, followed by et al.  

Book with an editor or editors

Polking, Kirk, Joan Bloss, and Colleen Cannon, eds.  Writer’s Encyclopedia.  Cincinnati: 

  Writer’s Digest, 1983. 

Opposing Viewpoints series  and/or  Article in an anthology (book) 

Hazleton Foundation.  “Underage Drinking Increases the Risk of Alcoholism.”  

Addiction: Opposing Viewpoints.  Ed. Jennifer A. Hurley.  San Diego: Greenhaven 

Press, 2000.  35-38. 
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Encyclopedia or Dictionary entry 

“Mandarin.”  The Encyclopedia Americana.  1994 ed.  147-148. 

Magazine

LaRoe, Lisa Moore.  “LaSalle’s Last Voyage.”  National Geographic 8 May 1997: 72-83. 

Author. “Article Title.” Magazine Name  date: pages. 
 

 

Unsigned article (if no author given…skip straight to the title) 

“Active Traveler Directory.”  Outside July 1997: 149-157.  

 

Newspaper

Varma, Kavita.  “Footnotes in Electronic Age.”  USA Today 7 Feb. 1996: D7. 

Newspaper Name   Section and Page 

Newspaper letter to the editor

Carlson, Gavin C.  Letter.  Princeton Post Dispatch 8 Aug. 1997: 10. 

 

Article accessed through EBSCO / Powerlibrary 

Brown, Susan.  “Writing the Perfect Paper.”  High School Weekly  12 Sept. 1996: 22.  

EBSCO Host.  Access PA Power Library.  Phoenixville Area High School Lib., 

Phoenixville, PA.  2 Sept. 2003. 

Electronic sources 

CD ROM 
 
Rosenberg, Victor.  “Computers.”  The New Grolier Electronic Encyclopedia.  CD-ROM.  

Danbury, CT: Grolier Electronic., 1996. 
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Article on world wide web

 Author.  “Title.” Publication  Date Posted.  Date Accessed <Web Address>. 

Landsburg, Steven E. "Who Shall Inherit the Earth?" Slate 1 May 1997. 2 May 1999 

<http://www.slate.com/Economics/97-05-01/Economics.asp>.

Online encyclopedia 

Murphy, John.  “Communism.”  Grolier Multimedia Encyclopedia 2001.  Grolier.  21 

Aug. 2001. <http://gme.grolier.com>. 

NOTE:  Most electronic publications do not number pages. Readers will not expect page 
numbers in electronic citations.   

Radio and television programs 

“Yes...but Is It Art?”  Narr. Morley Safer.  Sixty Minutes.  CBS.  WCBS, New York.  19 

Sept. 1993. 

Film or video recording 

It’s a Wonderful Life.  Dir. Frank Capra. James Stewart, Donna Reed.  RKO, 1946. 

Sound Recording (song) 

 

 
Songwriter(s).  “Song Title.” CD Title.  Publisher., Year. 

Simon, Paul.  “Spirit Voices.”  The Rhythm of the Saints.  Warner Bros., 1990. 

Interviews conducted by the writer 

Bush, George.  Personal Interview.  27 Sept. 2001. 
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NOTE:  Many sample citations were borrowed from Gibaldi and Sorenson. 

Gibaldi, Joseph.  MLA Handbook for Writers of Research Papers. 5th ed.  New York:   

 The Modern Language Association of America, 1999. 

Sorenson, Sharon.  The Research Paper, A Contemporary Approach.  New York: Amsco,  

 1999. 

V.  Preparing a preliminary bibliography 

Once you have gathered the required number and types of sources to help you tackle the 
assignment, you will create a preliminary bibliography page.  Using MLA format, 
prepare an alphabetical list of all of the sources that you found about your topic. 

It is important that your teacher knows what sources you have found and that you have 
recorded them correctly before proceeding to the next step of the paper.  This is why you 
will turn it in to the teacher for review.  This list will change as you read your sources.  
After you write your paper you will change the list to reflect only the sources used.  
Therefore, this preliminary list will eventually become a final Works Cited page.  

Below are listed the steps for citing the sources in your bibliography.   

• Type your last name and the page number in the upper right-hand corner 
of the page. 

• Center the title Works Cited one inch from the top.  Don’t underline the 
title and double space before the first entry. 

• Begin each entry flush with the left margin.  If the entry runs beyond the 
first line, insert five additional spaces on line two before continuing.  Do 
the same if the citation runs to line three, four, etc. 

• Double space all entries and between entries. 
• List each entry alphabetically by the author’s last name.  If there is no 

author, use the first word of the title (disregard A, An, and The).  Do not 
number the entries. 

• Remember to capitalize all words in the title or your book or article except 
for “minor” words (and, the, for, etc.). 

• If a minor word like “The” begins the title, alphabetize by the first “major” 
word. 

• Use - - - . (three dashes and a period) if the same author is repeated with a 
different work.  Alphabetize entries by author AND title. 

• Abbreviate months to three letters.  December becomes Dec., etc.  Do not 
abbreviate June and July.  September becomes Sept. 

• A sample Preliminary Bibliography / Works Cited containing many types 
of citations is on pages 9 and 10. 
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Student Name 9 

Works Cited 

Brown, Heather and Michael Stipe.  “It’s the End of the World as We Know It (and I Feel  

 Fine).  Document.  Capitol Records, 1988. 

Buff, Jay.  “Developing a Journalism Program for High School.” Education Today  Jan.  

 2000:  7-12. 

Dobson, Ann.  “The Classroom Is a Stage:  Theatre Arts and Beyond.”  Theatre Arts  

 Today  3 Feb. 2002: 45–48. 

Dooley, Rosanne.  “I Worship Shakespeare.”  English Journal  8 Aug 2005: 29-35.   

 EBSCO Host.  Access PA Power Library.  Phoenixville High School Lib.,  

 Phoenixville, PA.  21 Oct. 2005. 

Grover, Donna.  “Euthanasia.”  The Encyclopedia Britannica.  15th ed.  1987.  35-36. 

Harrison, Richard, Jr. Using Art and Music to Teach Writing.  Chicago: Univ. of  

 Chicago Press, 1995.   

Hoffmeister, Brett.  "Math and English: Where's the Connection?"  New York Times  
 

Magazine 22 July 1996. 22 Sept. 1996 <http://www.nytimes.com/library/>. 

Iswald, Regina.  Enjoying Modern Poetry.  Collegeville, PA:  Ursinus College, 2001. 

---.  “Survival Guide to Creating a School Yearbook.”  The Yearbook  

 Advisor’s Handbook. Ed. Sandra Wolski. June 2002. 23 Sept. 2002  

 <http://www.yearbook.org/survival/yearbook>. 

---.  “Teaching Grammar through Writing Experiences.”  Language and Education 28  

 Nov. 1999. 15 Sept. 2002 <http://www.jstor.org/search>. 
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Levell, Venessa.  “Preparing Students for Research in College. ”  Apr. 2001.  23 Jan.  

 2002 <http://www.helpmeplease.edu/researchpapers>. 

McDermitt, Allyson.  How to Create a Teacher's Journal. 1 Sept. 2000. 4 Sept. 2002  
 
 <http://www.members.legal.com/suzeme.html>. 
 
McCord, Robert, and Sylvia Plath.  How to Stay Sane.  New York: Penguin Books, 2003. 

Sprague, Linda, ed..  How to Read Analytically.  Phoenixville: Phantom Press, 2002. 

“Working the Word:  A Writing Center Approach.”  The Mercury  22 Oct. 1998: B17.  

Zefferelli, John.  “Where to Buy the Best Quality Porkchops.”  Newsweek 30 May   

2001: 27-30.  Opposing Viewpoints. San Diego: Greenhaven Press, 2002.  45-48. 

 

  

 

Annotated Bibliography 

Some teachers may ask you to prepare an annotated bibliography, which consists of a 
brief note or “annotation” about the content of each source.  This assignment 
demonstrates the quality of your research; provides a brief summary of the main facts, 
findings or arguments of the source, and asks you to consider how effective the source 
will be in helping you to prove your points.   
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VI.  Taking notes  

If you take good notes, you will find it MUCH easier to prove your thesis and complete 
the assignment well.  Failure to take good notes at this stage will cause you many 
problems later, and you may end up with a short paper that doesn’t prove much! 

Now that you have found information, you need to read it, take notes, and reflect on the 
information.  This research handbook presents a way to take notes called a double entry 
journal.  The “DEJ” will not only help you record facts and quotes, but also ask you to 
question, comment on, and analyze the information you collect.  When taking notes, raise 
questions about what you are looking for in the research.  Consider why you chose this 
topic.  What do you want to understand about your topic?  Considering these questions 
will give your research more of a personal slant and make the project less vulnerable to 
plagiarism.  When your instructor asks about your topic, you should be prepared to 
demonstrate how you thought through your subject.  Consider your topic as a problem or 
case to solve and your sources as evidence in the investigative puzzle.     
 
React to what you read and reflect on the data.  When you take notes make sure you 
interpret the information rather than simply record it.  Don't skimp when it comes to note 
taking and reflecting.  Avoid initial impressions of what you read.  Question everything, 
even your own assumptions about the subject.  Questions are the key to understanding the 
topic on your terms and making the research your own!  Some sources may not agree 
with your point of view.  Including sources with varying perspectives may add balance 
and objectivity to your paper.  As the researcher, you will draw conclusions from the 
varied data you present. 

Although there are many methods of taking takes, the following list provides some 
definitions for some of the most familiar modes of note taking: 

Summary - A summary condenses the main events and ideas of a narrative and the major 
concepts of a source.  Be brief yet thorough.  Try to capture the essence of the source. 
 
Paraphrase – A paraphrase is a way of putting the concepts and language of the source 
into your words.  First you must read and understand how the source relates to your 
thesis.   
 
Interpretation – An interpretation is an assertion of how you understand, explain, and 
shed light on a source in relation to the focus or purpose of your topic.    

Analysis – An analysis examines, explores, and investigates the source, providing a 
deeper insight into your unique understanding of the information and the implications for 
the paper.  

A system for taking notes is explained and demonstrated on the following pages. 

 

 12



Click Below to see Double Entry Journal formal and example pages 
 
Research Booklet pages 13-15.doc 
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Click Below to see Double Entry Journal formal and example pages 
 
Research Booklet pages 13-15.doc 
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Click Below to see Double Entry Journal formal and example pages 
 
Research Booklet pages 13-15.doc 
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VII. Creating a thesis statement 

What is a thesis? 
 
A thesis is the controlling stance or argument of the research paper. The thesis is the 
answer to the research question you posed at the beginning of your study.  Without the 
thesis the paper has no focus, purpose, or organization.  A thesis gives the writer 
ownership because it expresses a unique slant on the topic or problem.   As you reflect 
and respond to your topic during the research process, the thesis may be modified.   This 
is encouraged because it shows that you have considered your subject from many 
different perspectives and that you have reflected on the thesis as you develop your 
paper.  Time spent on defining and explaining the thesis in the beginning of the paper is 
well spent.  The more clarity the better.  Make sure your paper can be supported through 
informed sources.  Remember, a thesis should be a discovery based on reading and 
reflection about the subject.  
 
Criteria for generating a thesis for research 
A thesis should not be an indisputable fact. 

In 1997, the United States did not sign the Kyoto treaty on global warming. 
A thesis should not be an unsupportable opinion. 

  The United States' failure to sign the Kyoto treaty on global warming was foolish. 
A thesis should not be a question.  

Why did the United States fail to sign the Kyoto treaty on global warming? 
A thesis should be a verifiable argument or stance on a topic or problem. 

The United States' failure to sign the Kyoto treaty may jeopardize economic 
relations with allied nations.  

 
Characteristics of a thesis statement 
A thesis statement will contain the key components for proving the controlling idea.  

 
John Steinbeck’s novels celebrate the moral character of the American family that 
enables them to survive despite economic, social, and political injustice.   

 
A thesis can provide another view or perception of a popularly held belief or idea. 
 

Despite the recent wave of kidnappings in the United States, the number of 
abductions has decreased due to improved surveillance and technological 
advancements. 

 
A thesis takes a stand rather than merely reporting facts. 

The problems of insider trading cannot be resolved without sweeping campaign 
finance reform. 
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A thesis statement is focused and specific rather than broad and generalized. 
 

In his novels, Charles Dickens creates young characters who reflect his own 
childhood and his struggle with the social injustices in Victorian England.   

 
A thesis may make predictions based on current patterns and statistics. 
 

Drought conditions in Pennsylvania over the last ten years may necessitate 
permanent mandatory conservation measures and increase costs for water.  

 
A thesis may express a cause and effect relationship. 

The influences of jazz and abstract art are reflected in the writing of the Beat 
Generation poets of the 1960's. 

 
A thesis may utilize another source's interpretation or theory. 
 

Darwin's theory of adaptation had a profound influence on the survival stories of 
Jack London who believed that modern man was less able than his predecessors 
to adapt to the wilderness. 

 
Thesis statements have a large range of perspectives and approaches to a subject.  The 
key to a finding a good thesis is being true to the information that you have found.  Many 
students will have a good thesis but have no information to support or validate their ideas.  
Don’t make claims you can’t support.  Use your data for your purpose.  If the thesis is too 
obvious, the paper will prove very little.  If the thesis is too broad, the paper will lack 
focus. 
 
VIII.  Creating an outline or graphic organizer 
 
After you have taken notes and reflected on the information, you will need to organize 
your information so you can support your thesis and proofs in a logical fashion.  The first 
step towards creating an outline is to decide how to break down your topic into 3 to 5  
proofs.  In the thesis statement that follows, the proofs are in italics. 
   
The contributions of Native Americans to the humanities are reflected in contemporary 
poetry and storytelling, techniques in art and crafts, and the rhythms of music and dance.  
Each proof will become a section of your paper so you need to be sure you have enough 
material to cover each proof.   
 
After you have decided on your proofs, you may wish to color code your double entry 
journal so your notes correspond to each proof by color.  This makes your paper much 
easier to organize.  Not all of your notes must be used in the paper.  The trick is to find 
the best material.  Several organizational methods and samples are included on the 
following pages. 
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Click below to see example outline formats and organizational techniques  
 
Research Booklet Outlining page 18.doc 
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Skeleton Outline for a One -Sided Position Paper 
(A five paragraph paper of data and arguments in support/defense of one stance on a controversial issue.) 

 
I.   Introductory paragraph  

     A. Hook/attention-getter and background information 

     B. Thesis statement 

     C. Preview of proofs 

II.  Proof 1 General topic sentence showing the relationship of Proof 1 to the thesis 

     A. First point about Proof 1 

          1. One example about this point 

          2. Explanation of this point 

          3. Defense of this point 

     B. Second point about Proof 1 

          1. One example about this point 

          2. Another example related to this point 

     C. Third point about Proof 1 

III. Proof 2 General topic sentence showing the relationship of Proof 2 to the thesis 

      A. First point about Proof 2 

           1. Argument related to this point 

           2. Example related to this point 

           3. Defense of this point 

     B. Second point about Proof 2 

IV. Proof 3 General topic sentence showing the relationship of Proof 3 to the thesis 

      A. First point about Proof 3 

      B. Second point about Proof 3 

      C. Third point about Proof 3 

V. Closing paragraph 

     A. Summation of proofs 

     B. Restatement of thesis 

     C. Clincher 
NOTE: You will use various examples, explanations, and arguments under each point as you develop 
each proof. Remember any subdivision in an outline must have at least two parts.  Follow the format 
used here for spacing, indenting, capitalization, punctuation, and parallel language.   
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IX.  Writing the first draft 

Now that your outline has been created (and checked by your instructor), it is time to 
write the first draft.  First, give your paper a working title.  Do not call it “Research 
Paper.”  Make your title reflect the key elements of your thesis statement.   A good idea is 
to state your topic, add a colon, and then follow with a short phrase.  Capitalize all 
important words.  Do not underline your title, place it in quotes, or end it with a period.  
For example, “Gun Control:  Why the Sale of Guns Should Be Restricted” 

Academic writing 

Most academic research papers are written in the third person point of view.  Verbs are in 
the present tense except for references to historical events.  “The landing at Normandy 
was a military success of unprecedented proportion.  This important event is still used in 
the study of military strategies today.”   

Use of contractions such as “They’re and can’t” are not used in formal academic 
research.   

Any variations should be determined by the instructor.  Do not be afraid to ask if you are 
not sure.  Your instructor will have a clear set of guidelines and criteria for evaluation.  
Follow them carefully.  Research papers will vary in style, length, depth, and types of 
sources.  

Writing the introduction 

In the introduction you will need to grab the reader’s attention, present relevant 
background about your topic, and define any specific terms or concepts.  Then, present 
your thesis and proofs to reveal what you will prove and your method of organization.  
You should not actually start proving your point until you write your body paragraphs.  
The introduction paragraph is to introduce your topic/issue and the main points you will 
prove about it.   

Writing the body paragraphs 

 
Follow your outline to help you stay organized and work on one proof at a time, using 
transition words between paragraphs and proofs to link ideas together.  Integrate 
information from your sources as you discuss each proof to help you defend your points.  
Remember that you are proving a thesis and using the research to back up your stance.  
You are not writing the paper to defend the research!  Therefore, explain, analyze and 
evaluate your research rather than merely report it.  Show how the research helps prove 
your points.  Be sure to cite all research in your paper using parenthetical  
documentation (see next section).   
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Writing the conclusion  
 
In the conclusion, briefly summarize the argument for your reader.  Restate your thesis in 
a different way.  Discuss the value of this study, project future developments based on 
your research, and suggest the need for further study.  To close, add a “clinching 
statement.”  This is a statement, fact, quote, or amazing point to end your paper in a 
thought-provoking way.  One trick is to reflect on something you presented in your 
introduction or hook, thus ending where you began.  Do not end your paper with a 
question.  Draw your own conclusions. 
 

X.  Using parenthetical documentation and quotes 

Whenever you include research from your sources in your paper, you are borrowing other 
people’s ideas, words or discoveries.  Therefore, whenever you use such findings that are 
not originally your own, you must give credit to your sources each time you use the 
information.  If you fail to give proper credit to your sources, you are guilty of 
plagiarism, even if you do it by accident.   
 
In order to give credit to your sources and to avoid plagiarism, you need to use 
“parenthetical citations.”  In other words, each time you insert the research you found 
into your paper, whether through a direct quote, summary, or paraphrase, you must “cite” 
your source.  You do not need to cite anything that is common knowledge, but you must 
include a citation every time you present ideas or words that are not your own.  That 
means ANY words or ideas, even if a quote is only three words long.  You must cite the 
source whether it came from a book, the internet, or even a friend.  If not, you are 
plagiarizing.  When in doubt, always cite information just to be on the safe side.   
 
Does this sound like a pain in the neck?  Well, it can be, but once you understand the 
format for using citations, the process is not too difficult and your teacher will always 
help you if you get stuck.  The format for using parenthetical citations follows: 

Direct Quotation   

“quotation” (author’s last name page number). 

Example:  It can be seen that “…the dream of the farm is symbolic of the deep, mutual 
commitment of George and Lennie” (Owens 29). 

NOTES:  Do not abbreviate “page” (just put the page number).  Do not put a comma 
between the name and page number.  The period is moved from the end of the quote to 
after the parenthesis.  Do not place the parenthetical citation within the quotation marks.   

Use a hyphen between page numbers to indicate to; for example:  (Smith 7-8). 

Use a comma between page numbers to indicate and; for example:  (Smith 14, 16). 
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Facts or ideas paraphrased (in your own words)   

material (author’s last name page number). 

Example:  In Of Mice and Men, George’s loneliness and isolation are symbolized by his 
frequent playing of the card game solitaire (Shurgot 95). 

If no author is available 

“quotation” or material (“article” or book title page number). 

Example:  “The first symbol in the novel, and the primary one, is the little spot by the 
river where the story begins and ends” (“Patterns” 87).  

Simply use the first major word(s) of the title of the article in place of the author. 

 

If no page number is available in a print source 

“quotation” or material (author’s last name). 

Example:  Thus, unfortunately, “The demise of Lennie is also the demise of the dream” 
(Emery). 

Leave out the page number altogether.  Always do this for internet sources, since they 
don’t have actual page numbers.  For articles you print from EBSCO, list the page 
number of the article’s original print source. 

Other parenthetical citation rules 

• When you mention the author’s name in your sentence, leave the name out of the 
citation.   

Example:  Owens states that “Steinbeck’s original title for Of Mice and Men was 
‘Something That Happened’” (32). 

• When you cite more than one work by the same author, cite both the author’s 
name and the title of the work to clarify which work included the material.           

Example:  The quote, “However, with the exception of Kamala, he had no friends” 
(Hesse, Siddhartha 76) depicts the isolation the main character feels.  This 
estrangement is likewise seen when Emile thinks, “…my world, my good, happy, 
care-free life, was becoming a part of the past, was breaking away from me…” 
(Hesse, Demian 17).    
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• When the work has two or three authors, list each of them and the page number.   

Example:  Professional writers often use journals and constantly keep track of 
descriptions, conversations, and occurrences they encounter in their daily lives.  
These details often show up in their fiction (Mueller and Reynolds 12). 

• When citing lines of poetry or song lyrics, separate lines of the poem by forward 
slash (/) marks and list line numbers as if they were page numbers. 

Example:  In the poem “Those Winter Sundays” Robert Hayden questions, “What did 
I know, what did I know / of love’s austere and lonely offices?”  (13-14). 

• When citing from a play, use this format: (act: scene: line numbers). 

Example: In Macbeth, the witches chant, “Double, double toil and trouble; / Fire 
burn, and cauldron bubble” (4:1:10-11). 

• If an entire paragraph is based on one source, indicate the source at the end of the 
paragraph. 

• When similar information comes from two or three sources, document both 
sources in one set of parentheses.  Separate the sources with a semicolon. 

 

Using quotes 

While it is essential to use some good quotes from your sources to help you prove your 
thesis, it is possible to overdo it.  Using too many quotes can make your paper boring and 
hard to read, not to mention making it seem like you were merely trying to fill up space.  
In general, unless you find a quotation to be especially impressive, put it into your own 
words (paraphrase it).  Also, try to introduce your quotes to provide the reader with an 
understanding of the important text. 

 
Incorrect: “Curley’s wife is equally lonely, frustrated and alienated” (Shurgot 97). 

Correct: As lonely as Crooks is out in the barn, “Curley’s wife is equally lonely, 
frustrated and alienated” (Shurgot 97) but for different reasons.  

• After using quotes, you should always discuss the importance of the quote. 
Explain how the quote supports the point(s) you are making.  Don’t ever leave 
quotes dangling in your text for your reader to figure out.  If the quote is 
important enough to use, then discuss it. 
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• If you use a quote longer than four lines, introduce the quote, skip a line and 
indent FIVE spaces.  Type the quote using double spacing and do not put 
quotation marks around the quote (but remember to cite the quote).  Then skip 
another line and continue your text (of course, to discuss and analyze the 
important quote you included). 

 
Some literary critics believe that George felt he had to shoot Lennie because 

 
Lennie is monstrously powerful and has a propensity for killing things.  

Even if Lennie had not killed Curley’s wife, he would sooner or later have 

done something fatal to bring violence upon himself, as the lynch mob that 

hunted him in Weed suggests. (Owens 32) 

 
• If your source quotes or uses information from another source, (and you want to 

use the material) you need to be careful about citing it.  You should introduce the 
person or source originally responsible for the words or data, but parenthetically 
cite the source where you found the material.  Two examples follow. 

 
Critic John Ditsky claims that “Lennie’s situation is quite hopeless” (Owens 32). 
 
Peter Lisca, in his book about Steinbeck, analyzes Steinbeck’s repeated use of hand 
imagery in Of Mice and Men (Shurgot 96). 

 
 

XI.  How to Avoid Plagiarism 
 
As mentioned earlier, plagiarism is the act of using another person’s ideas or words in 
your writing without acknowledging the source.  When a writer deliberately plagiarizes a 
paper, the writer’s intent is to deceive.  Plagiarism includes buying a paper from the 
internet or borrowing one in whole or part from another person and presenting it as your 
own.   You also deliberately plagiarize when you “make up” sources that do not exist so 
it looks like you have used more sources than you really have.  Obviously, these are bad 
ideas and carry severe penalties. 
 
Plagiarism is often unintentional, but it still carries penalties!  Below are some helpful 
hints on how to avoid plagiarizing material by accident. 
 

• Familiarize yourself with what plagiarism is.  Inadvertent (unintentional) 
plagiarism is still plagiarism and carries the same penalties as intentional 
plagiarism.  Ignorance is not an excuse for plagiarism. 

 
• Practice paraphrasing.  Make sure it is acceptable to your instructor. Merely 

changing words around is not paraphrasing.  Paraphrased information should be 
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cited when it captures the expertise of the source.  The author should be given 
credit for his or her ideas, even if you feel these ideas have been stated in your 
words.  

 
• Rules of citing 

  
Do not cite information that is common knowledge. 
Do not cite (or use) information that does not help to convey the 
    thesis of your paper. 
Do not cite (or use) information from questionable authorities.  Many internet  
    sites are not considered authorities. 
Do not cite (or use) sources if you don't have all the bibliographic information    
    (author, publisher, date, page numbers, etc).   

 
Cite a source when the knowledge provides insight into your paper. 
Cite a source that provides evidence (direct or indirect) to support your thesis.  
Cite a source when you need to prove the authenticity and validity of your thesis. 
Cite a source that provides an example of your thesis. 
Cite a source that acknowledges other studies conducted on your subject. 
Cite a source that offers differing opinions on your subject. 
 
When in doubt, it is better to cite than not to cite! 

 
• In your double entry journal, illustrate how you have arrived at key conclusions to 

reinforce your topic.  Keep all notes that illustrate how you came to your thesis 
and that demonstrate the creativity and originality of your ideas.  Keep all drafts 
of works in progress.  Maintain a paper trail of your ideas-- their evolution and 
planning.  Most teachers will not even accept your research paper if you cannot 
demonstrate the work along the way.  Remember the process is just as important 
as the final product! 

 
School policy on plagiarism 
 
Prior to doing any research project, be sure that you clearly understand the method of 
citing sources, the number of sources to be used, and the types of sources to be used. 
 
The student handbook points out that if you are found guilty of plagiarism, you will 
receive an automatic zero for the paper/project.  Also, your parents will be notified in 
order to explain that you plagiarized and the consequence for such an action.  Remember 
ignorance is not an acceptable excuse for plagiarism! 
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XII  Revising and editing the draft 
 
After you have written the first draft of your paper, you must fine-tune your draft to make 
it as effective as possible.  Most students hate to revise their work, but it is an essential 
step in writing a successful paper. 
 
Top ten reasons why people don’t revise 
 
10)  I hate to read my own writing. 
9)   My first draft is the best I can do; I can’t improve it. 
8)   I don’t know whether my first draft is any good or not, so how can I improve it? 
7)   I don’t know where to begin, and I wouldn’t know when to stop. 
6)  If I can’t get it right the first time, why should I bother? 
5)  When I tinker with my sentences, they just turn out worse. 
4)  I don’t really care about what I’m writing, so I just want to get it over with. 
3)  I wait until the last minute, so there’s no time to revise. 
2)  I think my teacher should fix it all for me. 
1)  Well, frankly, I’m lazy. 

Obviously, none of these reasons is good.  It is imperative that you revise your paper 
once or twice with help from your teacher, a parent or another student.  The following 
factors should be addressed before you are satisfied with your paper. 

• Check overall organization—focus of introduction and thesis, depth of discussion 
in body, effectiveness of conclusion.  

• Be sure that the paper matches the requirements of the assignment.  Review the 
original assignment sheet for the assigned paper and see that everything is 
completed. 

• Address paragraph level concerns: topic sentences, sequence of ideas within 
paragraphs, use of details to support generalizations, summary sentences where 
necessary, use of transitions within and between paragraphs.  

• Edit the paper for proper sentence structure, word choices, punctuation, spelling.  
• Check MLA documentation for appropriate use of parenthetical citations.  Did 

you cite all of the sources you used? 
• Revise your Works Cited page to match the citations in the paper!  If a source in 

your Works Cited is not cited in your paper, delete it from the list.  If you 
included a citation in your paper and its source is not in the Works Cited, you 
must add the source to the Works Cited page.   

• Review formatting requirements (see Chapter 13). 

 
The next two pages show sample worksheets that may be used for students to read each 
other’s papers and provide commentary to improve each other’s work.  The first 
worksheet focuses on content and organizational concerns while the second looks closely 
at MLA documentation and editing. 
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Peer Review Worksheet 

 
Author ___________________________      Reader ____________________________ 
 
Peer review is the process of looking over what your partner has written and asking 
questions or making suggestions about purpose, organization, thesis, evidence, etc.  
Answer the following questions to help each other revise.  You may write on the draft in 
pencil. 
 
1) Look at the introduction paragraph.  Does it open with a good hook?  What is the 

writer’s topic and viewpoint?  Copy the thesis statement below. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2) Clearly list the proofs that prove the writer's thesis.  Do they all fit the topic and 

thesis?  Are they organized in the paper clearly with transition words to link them? 
 
 
 
 
 
3) Is enough evidence used to support each proof?  Where should the writer add more 

details?  (Look for examples, specific facts, quotes, arguments, etc.) In a few 
sentences, comment on how well each proof has been supported. 

 
      a) 
 
 
 
      b) 
 
 
 
      c) 
 
 
 
 
4) Using the writer’s conclusion, summarize the significance of the paper in a sentence 

or two.  Does the paper end with a strong clinching statement? 
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Peer Editing Worksheet 

 
Author ___________________________    Reader _____________________________ 
 
Editing is the process of fine-tuning one’s writing.  In editing, a writer turns his/her 
attention to sentence level matters of word-choice, tone, economy and precision.  Look 
for the following concerns as you edit your partner’s paper.  Circle areas where there are 
problems. 
 
1) Check for correct MLA format of parenthetical citations.  Circle any problems. 
 
2) Check for correct MLA format of the Works Cited page.  Note errors. 
 
3) Do the entries in the Works Cited page correctly match those in the paper? 
 
4) Check the paper for spelling errors.  Circle them. 
 
5) Check the paper for agreement errors.  Circle the problem word(s). 
 
6) Check for fragment sentences.  Underline and label the sentence. 
 
7) Check for run-on sentences.  Underline and label the sentence. 
 
8) Check the paper for homonym errors (their/there/they’re), etc.  Circle them. 
 
9) Check that the writer uses the most precise words he/she can.  If not, circle a word             

you are unsure of and suggest another. 
 
10)  Are the pages numbered in the upper right hand corner?  (except title page) 
 
11)  Is the paper typed, double-spaced with size 12 font and 1” margins? 
 
12)  Is a title page present with a title that reflects what the paper will prove? 
  
Comment on major strengths and problem areas below. 
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XIII.  Formatting the document and the cover page 
 
To ensure that all research papers have the same look, use these MLA formatting rules 
within your paper. 
 

• Use size 12 Times New Roman font. 
• Include one-inch margins at top, sides and bottom. 
• Insert your last name and page number on the first page of text at top right, ½” 

from the top.  You can make this a HEADER.  There is no comma between your 
last name and page number.  Do not use p. or pg.  [ex.  Smith 7].  Do not number 
the title page. 

• After the page number, double space to the first line of text.  If using a header, 
your word processing program will do this by default. 

• Double-space the entire text, including the Works Cited page, which is the last 
page of the paper. 

• Remember that periods and commas go inside end quotation marks.  Exception:  
When citing a quote, use a period after the last parenthesis of the citation. 

• For the title page, skip ten blank lines and center your title.  Then skip about 
twelve more lines and insert “by.”  Skip a line and type your name.  Finally, skip 
about fifteen more lines and type the name of the course.  On the next line type 
the name of the instructor.  On the last line type the due date of the paper.  Be sure 
to center all text.   See the example title page that follows. 

• Do not draw pictures on your cover or put your paper in a fancy binder.  One 
staple in the upper left corner will do just fine. 
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 (Sample Cover Page) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Year Round Schooling: A Great Way to Improve U.S. Education 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

by 
 

Joe Phoenixville 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

English 9 C.P. 
Mr. Awesome 
May 17, 2005 
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XIV.  PSSA writing rubric  
Pennsylvania assesses student writing using the rubric on this page.  Your teacher may 
use the rubric to evaluate your research paper.  Your goal should be to earn ratings of 
four (4) in each category for all your writing.   
 

Pennsylvania Writing Assessment Domain Scoring Guide 

  FOCUS CONTENT ORGANIZATION STYLE CONVENTIONS 

 The single 
controlling point 
made with an 
awareness of task 
(mode) about a 
specific topic. 

The presence of ideas 
developed through 
facts, examples, 
anecdotes, details, 
opinions, statistics, 
reasons and/or 
explanations. 

The order developed 
and sustained within 
and across 
paragraphs using 
transitional devices 
including introduction 
and conclusion.   

The choice and 
arrangement of 
words and 
sentence structure 
that create tone 
and voice.   

The use of grammar, 
mechanics, spelling,. 
usage and sentence 
formation.   

4 Sharp, distinct 
controlling point 
made about a 
single topic with 
evident 
awareness of 
task 

Substantial, specific, 
and/or illustrative 
content 
demonstrating strong 
development and 
sophisticated ideas 

Sophisticated 
arrangement of 
content with evident 
and/or subtle 
transitions 

Precise, 
illustrative use of 
a variety of words 
and sentence 
structures to 
create consistent 
writer’s voice and 
tone appropriate 
to audience 

Evident control of 
grammar, 
mechanics, usage 
and sentence 
formation 

3 Apparent point 
made about a 
single topic with 
sufficient 
awareness of 
task 

Sufficiently 
developed content 

Functional 
arrangement of 
content that 
sustains a logical 
order 

Functional use of 
a variety of words 
and sentence 
structures that 
may or may not 
create writer’s 
voice and tone 
appropriate to 
audience 

Sufficient control of 
grammar, 
mechanics, usage 
and sentence 
formation 

2 Evidence of a 
single controlling 
topic but no 
apparent point 

Significantly limited 
content with 
inadequate 
elaboration or 
explanation 

Confused or 
inconsistent 
arrangement of 
content with or 
without attempts at 
transition 

Generic word 
choice and 
limited control of 
sentence 
structures that 
inhibit voice and 
tone 

Significant 
weaknesses in 
control of grammar, 
mechanics, usage 
and sentence 
formation 

1 Minimal evidence 
of controlling 
topic 

Superficial and/or 
severely limited 
content 

Minimal control of 
content 
arrangement 

Minimal control of 
word choice and 
sentence 
structures 

Severe weaknesses 
in control of 
grammar, 
mechanics, usage 
and sentence 
formation 
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XV.  The Pennsylvania standard for research, 1.8.11., grade 11  
 
 
The Pennsylvania Academic Standards for Reading, Writing, Speaking, and Listening, 
Grade 11 require that students acquire the following skills: 
 
A.  Select and refine a topic for research 
B.  Locate information using appropriate sources and strategies 

• Determine valid resources for researching the topic, including primary and 
secondary sources. 

• Evaluate the importance and quality of the sources. 
• Select sources appropriate to the breadth and depth of the research (e.g., 

dictionaries, thesauruses, other reference materials, interviews, observations, 
computer databases). 

• Use tables of contents, indices, key words, cross-references and appendices. 
Use traditional and electronic search tools.   

C.  Organize, summarize and present the main ideas from research. 
• Take notes relevant to the research topic. 
• Develop a thesis statement based on research.   
• Anticipate readers' problems or misunderstandings. 
• Give precise, formal credit for others' ideas, images or information using a 

standard method of documentation. 
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XVI. Schedule for Research Assignments 
 

Schedule 
 

Assignment Due 
date 

Teacher 
Evaluation 

Quest

    

2 
    

3 
    

    

5 
    

    

 
    

 
Week 8 
 
 

    

 
Week 9 
  
 

    

 
Week 10 
 
 

    

 

ions/Comments

 
Week 1 
 
 
 
Week 
 
 
 
Week 
 
 
 
Week 4 
 
 
 
Week 
 
 
 
Week 6 
 
 
 
Week 7
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