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         Introduction

         You’re sitting at your desk in a classroom or in an airless cubicle, wondering how many minutes are left in the century it’s taking the day to be over. Suddenly Ms. Sharkface, your teacher or supervisor, lowers the boom: She wants a research paper. She wants footnotes and a list of sources. She wants originality, accuracy, and good grammar. And — gasp — she wants ten pages! You may be 12 years old or 60 years old, but your reaction is the same — Help! Ms. Sharkface may as well have said, “I want you to run a marathon blindfolded and in sandals!”

         Take heart. A research paper may seem daunting, but the project is not impossible. Turning research into writing is actually quite easy as long as you follow a few proven techniques. In this book I show you how to search for information using both traditional printed sources and the electronic treasure troves of the World Wide Web. I explain how to collect the valuable bits and dump the rest, how to make sense of the information you retrieve, and how to write an outline. I give you a step-by-step guide to creating a thesis statement, the idea that you argue or prove in the paper, or a hypothesis, the “educated guess” that your lab work tests. I show you the easiest writing methods and demystify all the picky stuff, like citations and format. 

         Much of this book concerns papers written with the help of material that other people have gathered or created — your sources. However, those of you who are writing science research papers based on your own lab work will also find useful information in Research Papers For Dummies. I don’t tell you how to light a Bunsen burner or culture slimy green things, but I do show you how to find studies that relate to your current research, how to incorporate those studies into your paper, and how to cite them. I also explain the conventions of scientific writing. Likewise, I don’t ignore those of you who have left your schoolbooks behind and entered the business world. Research Papers For Dummies has explanations of business writing style, report format, business-oriented research, and so forth.

         
            How to Use This Book

            If you’re writing a research paper, chances are you already have a lot of demands on your time. You don’t need another huge pile of paper to read. But this book can actually save you time in the long run because it gives you the easiest, fastest, most successful methods for completing your paper.

            The best use of this book is to read the sections you need when you actually need them, not all at once. You can’t learn to ride a bicycle in the abstract; you have to put the rubber on the road. Likewise, you won’t remember the information in Research Papers For Dummies unless you put it to use. Let this book be a practical part of the paper-writing process, not a theoretical consideration of the task.

            Finally, keep a sharp eye out for these three types of examples scattered throughout the text:

            
               	[image: bullet]	Source material: To show you how to take notes and how to deal with sources efficiently (and legally), I provide several excerpts from books and articles that never existed except in my imagination. The source examples are labeled as figures.

               	[image: bullet]	Sample citations: When you write a research paper, you have to ensure that the reader knows where you found all the information. The rules for documenting sources are annoyingly complex. To make matters worse, several sets of rules exist, each thicker than the phone book of a medium-sized urban area. I explain these rules, and I also throw in some examples from each set, so that you can see how the finished documentation is supposed to look. 

               	[image: bullet]	Sample sections from research papers: You can think about writing for hours, but until you actually see a passage — with an explanation of what’s correct and what isn’t — the theory of good writing remains, well, a theory. Sample sections of research papers, not from real students or employees but from me, show you what to aim for and what to avoid in your writing. I let my imagination roam when I wrote these examples, so be prepared for some really loopy topics, and don’t trust any of the information. I made up all the “facts,” but the techniques of writing are totally sound.

            

         

         
            What You’re Not to Read

            “Subject-Area Example” icons are scattered throughout the book. These icons indicate that the material is pegged to a particular discipline — literature and language, math and science, history and social science, and the like. Ignore the subject-area examples that are irrelevant to your paper because the format and conventions for one field may differ from those of another. Concentrate on the subject area that your research paper covers. Business-oriented readers should ignore all the subject-area examples and head directly for the material marked with the “Business Alert” icon. Anything not labeled “Subject-Area Example” or “Business Alert” is for everyone.

         

         
            Foolish Assumptions

            In this book, I make a number of assumptions about you, the reader. The wise decision to buy this book tells me (modesty being my best quality) that you’re pretty smart. I’m assuming that you purchased Research Papers For Dummies because you approach your work seriously. I also assume that you see writing a research paper as a tough job and you want it to go more smoothly. If you’re in school, you probably get decent grades. If you’re in the working world, you handle your job well. In either case, I assume that you want to do even better.

            I am not assuming that every reader has a personal computer and Internet connection at home, although I wouldn’t be surprised if most do. I am assuming that most readers have an on-ramp to the information superhighway somewhere — at school, at the public library, or at work. Anyone who can’t access the Internet will still find plenty of help in Research Papers For Dummies because I show you how to research from traditional, nonelectronic sources. 

         

         
            How This Book Is Organized

            
               Research Papers For Dummies is loosely patterned after the process you can use to write your paper. Part I provides an overview of the task, explaining the characteristics of each type of research paper, so you know what you’re trying to write. Part II tackles the research process, describing how to find everything about anything. Part III covers note taking, so you know what to do with all that information. Getting ready to write is the subject of Part IV, while Part V describes the best way to create and revise a final draft. The legendary “Part of Tens” of the For Dummies series is in Part VI — that’s where I tell you the best places to start a search for the process of writing a research paper. The appendix provides a list of proven ideas for the topically challenged reader. Now for more detail.

            
               Part I: Figuring Out What You Are Writing and How to Write It

               What’s the assignment, anyway? A term paper, a library paper, or a marketing report? A science research paper? A business plan? Maybe a dissertation? Chapter 1 explains the defining characteristics of each type of research paper, so you know what form your project should take. This chapter also describes the basic ingredients of every paper and outlines the process to follow as you create your masterpiece. (I like to think positive.) Chapter 2 gets you off on the right foot (no offense intended to the lefties out there) by explaining how to keep track of your work. This chapter also shows you how to budget your time and how to adapt to the demands of the particular Authority Figure — the teacher, professor, supervisor, parole officer, extraterrestrial life form, or boss you report to. Chapter 3 reveals how to move from a vague subject to a topic to a thesis. For the lab-coat crowd, Chapter 3 also explains how to state a hypothesis.

            

            
               Part II: Finding Everything about Anything: Research

               In this part, I explain how to find the information you need for your research paper. Chapter 4 takes you on a swift tour of all the research bases, from traditional to electronic to audio-visual. Chapter 4 defines all those terms that Authority Figures love to throw around, such as primary and secondary sources. This chapter also explains how to evaluate sources. Chapter 5 takes you surfing on the Internet, and Chapter 6 helps you locate and research from more-traditional sources. In Chapter 7 you find out how to get information from actual, breathing human beings, with tips on arranging interviews and getting help from organizations and interest groups.

            

            
               Part III: Collecting Pearls of Wisdom: How to Take Notes

               If you love shoeboxes full of index cards, this part is for you. If you hate shoeboxes full of index cards, this part is for you, too! In Chapters 8 and 9, I describe the easiest, most efficient way to plow through piles of information and the best method of keeping track of what you learn in the process. Tips for the computer-phobic, as well as for the computer-addicted, are also in these chapters. Chapter 10 explains how to avoid plagiarism — the crime against intellectual honesty that can get you booted out of school or fired from your job.

            

            
               Part IV: More Than Sharpening Pencils: Preparing to Write

               You’ve got a binder, a shoebox, a carton, or a tractor-trailer full of facts. Now what do you do? This part takes you through some prewriting steps that make the whole project a breeze. Chapter 11 shows you how to write a thesis statement, the cornerstone of your paper. Chapter 12 helps you choose a structure for the paper that suits your thesis statement. Chapters 13 and 14 reveal how to organize your material and create an outline — the recipe for your paper.

            

            
               Part V: Turn on the Computer, Fill the Fountain Pen: It’s Time to Write

               In this part, the big moment arrives, and you actually write the paper. Chapter 15 introduces introductions, showing you where to place your thesis statement and explaining how to avoid sending your reader into a yawning fit. Chapter 16 tackles the body, and Chapter 17 provides the lowdown on conclusions. In Chapter 18, you find out how to cite sources and create a bibliography. I also guide you through the wonderful world of punctuation. Chapter 19 brings you to the finish line, discussing those last, little steps — margins, title pages, and the like — that put your paper over the top. Chapter 20 is a first-aid kit for ailing research papers, just in case you encounter any last-minute difficulties.

            

            
               Part VI: The Part of Tens

               Here I take you to the 20 best places (ten virtual, ten not) to begin your research.

            

            
               Appendix

               If you’re having trouble with one of the fundamentals of research-paper writing — choosing a topic — check out the appendix, which provides a list of possible paper topics, plus the “big questions” of each field. The big questions, such as What are the immediate and background causes of a historical event? and Compare early and late works by the same author, are frameworks for zillions of papers. Choose one of the big questions and plug in the ideas most interesting to you, or use one of the topics I supply for each category. 

            

         

         
            Bonus Web Chapter

            For your added reading pleasure, there is a bonus chapter located on the Web. This extra chapter offers great information for writing papers on a variety of different subject areas. “Subject Area Do’s and Don’ts” can be found at www.dummies.com/extras.

         

         
            Icons Used in This Book

            Icons are the signposts that flag your attention to certain areas of distinction. Five different ones are used in this book. Here’s what each represents:

            

            
               [image: Tip]
            

            	This icon alerts you to helpful hints, the sort of thing that insiders know and outsiders would love to find out. When you see this icon, just imagine that a seasoned commuter is taking you on a shortcut around five miles of bumper-to-bumper traffic.

            

            
               [image: Warning(bomb)]
            

            	This icon alerts you to the potholes on the path to research-paper perfection. When you see this icon, imagine a red flag indicating danger ahead.

            

            
               [image: WinningStrategy]
            

            	This icon marks strategies for the easiest and best way to accomplish a task. Think of it as a playbook for a championship team. (Go Yankees!)

            

            
               [image: Subject-AreaExample]
            

            	This icon is a signal that the accompanying information targets only one of the following areas: Arts; History and Social Science; Literature and Language; or Science, Mathematics, and Technology.

            

            
               [image: BusinessAlert]
            

            	When you see this icon, you know the information is for those of us who are glued to our desks for far too many hours every day. This icon alerts you to sources for business information, tips on writing in a professional setting, and other stuff that they teach in really expensive business schools.

         

         
            Where to Go from Here

            Before you go any further, take stock of the situation. Look at the assignment. What is the teacher (or boss or coach or drill sergeant) asking for? When is it due? Now look at yourself. What are your strengths and weaknesses? I’m not talking about how you look in a pair of stretch pants or your ability to carry a tune. I’m talking about the way you handle writing tasks and the way you go about gathering information. Figure out, honestly now, which aspect of the process is hardest for you.

            Now look at your life. How much time are you willing or able to devote to this project? Be realistic and specific here. “Twenty-six hours a day” is not an acceptable answer. Neither is “Whatever will get me an A” or “Whatever will get me a promotion.”

            All done? Okay, you’re ready to turn to Part I for a bird’s-eye view of the whole project. Then get out your calendar and make a plan. Chart the steps you need to take, and choose the chapters in this book that help you with each phase of the work. Now you’re set to write the best-ever research paper. Go!
            

         

      

      

   
      
         Part I

         Figuring Out What You Are Writing and How to Write It

         
            [image: ]
         

         In this part . . .

         
            If you’ve ever made 15 consecutive wrong turns while driving in an unfamiliar city, you’ve probably wished that you could soar into the air for a glimpse of the route to your destination. (Nice to leave the traffic behind, too.) I can’t do much about your car troubles, but in this part, I do give you a bird’s-eye view of the process of writing a research paper. Chapter 1 explains what you’re writing and why. Chapter 2 outlines the best approaches to a long-term project and explains how to budget your time. In Chapter 2, I also give you some tips on pleasing that  all-important Authority Figure, the one who will read and judge your work. Chapter 3 tackles the subject of your paper and shows you how to decide exactly what you’re writing about.

         

      

   
      
         Chapter 1

         Running a Marathon in Sandals, or Writing a Research Paper

         In This Chapter

         
            [image: bullet]	Clarifying the goals of a research project

            [image: bullet]	Knowing the basic parts of a research paper

            [image: bullet]	Distinguishing between different types of research papers

            [image: bullet]	Understanding the steps involved in writing a research paper

         

         Okay, you have a research paper to write and you think your Authority Figure (the one who will ultimately read the research paper that you write) is an Attila-the-Hun-wannabe, intent on ruining your life. Well, I’m here to tell you that the Authority Figure isn’t trying to torture you. Forcing you to run a marathon in sandals would be more efficient and cause less pain for your teacher or boss, if cruelty were the intent. Instead, the person assigning the paper may actually want you to learn something. Or, he or she may truly need the information that you dig up. In this chapter, I tell you what you’re supposed to gain from the process of writing a research paper. I define the various types of research papers, so you know exactly what you’re supposed to be creating. Finally, I give you an overview of the steps involved in all research projects.

         
            Writing Research Papers Is for Your Own Good, Honest

            Don’t you hate it when Authority Figures tell you that whatever horrible experience they’re imposing on you is “for your own good”? That phrase is a pretty good coverup for sadism, but occasionally — as in the case of research papers — it’s true.

            During some lucky periods in history, people with a small number of learning experiences were able to call themselves educated. A few bookshelves’ worth of reading, some music or needlework, a language or two, and bingo — you’re set for life. But if you go to a library or a newsstand today, or spend a moment browsing the Web, what do you see? Piles and piles of information! Getting bigger every day! Today, an educated person is not someone who knows a particular set of facts or ideas. Today’s educated person is someone who has mastered the process of learning, one who knows how to learn. You don’t have to be a mathematician to see that the next logical step is this equation:

            
               Knowing how to learn = knowing how to research

            

            No matter how much you read, and no matter how smart you are, in the twenty-first century you’ll never be able to say, “That’s it. I’ve got all the facts I’ll ever need.” In the future, at school or work, you’ll inevitably be measured not by what you already know but rather by your ability to find the information you need, when you need it. And unless your career plans include a few decades as a hermit, when you find something, you have to communicate it. Therefore, research papers are important to your future success:

            
               Finding information + communicating it = research paper

            

            To be more specific, the process of writing a research paper helps you do the following:

            
               	[image: bullet]	Identify sources of information

               	[image: bullet]	Evaluate the quality and reliability of the information sources

               	[image: bullet]	Gather information efficiently

               	[image: bullet]	Organize a large amount of information

               	[image: bullet]	Understand the relationship between bits of information from diverse sources

                	[image: bullet]	Analyze the information creatively, perhaps coming to original conclusions

               	[image: bullet]	Communicate the information clearly

               	[image: bullet]	Budget your time so that you complete a long-term assignment before the next ice age

            

            All these skills are career builders, no matter what your immediate purpose for writing a research paper. Whether you want to make it through eighth grade or pick up one more promotion before retirement, this book helps you achieve those goals by taking you through each step in the researching and writing process. And unlike some of the paper-assigners out there, it doesn’t torture you. (Yes, I have to admit that a few — a very few — sadists do assign papers just to watch you sweat.) This book makes the task of writing a research paper bearable, and maybe even enjoyable. (I can hear you groaning. “Enjoyable” is a long shot, I know, but not impossible.)

         

         
            Cooking Up a Research Paper: The Basic Ingredients

            Writing a research paper? Think sandwich. The filling may be peanut butter or pickled herring, or peanut butter and pickled herring (pause to shudder). But no matter what you stuff into a sandwich, the basic design is the same: two slices of some sort of bread, with something else in between. Research papers are like sandwiches:

            
               
                  Bread Slice #1: Introduction

               
                  Filling: Body

               
                  Bread Slice #2: Conclusion

            

            The following sections provide a little more detail on the basic ingredients of a research paper.

            
               The introduction

               A research paper usually has a thesis — an idea you are trying to prove. The introduction states the thesis in a thesis statement and outlines the supporting points that you will make to prove the thesis. (See Chapter 11 for how to create a thesis statement.) A science research paper has a hypothesis — an idea you’re testing. (Scientists never admit that they’ve proven anything. They won’t go further than a statement explaining that their evidence supports a particular conclusion. This habit has something to do with the eternal quest for truth, but I’m not sure what.) Chapter 12 provides information on the hypothesis. If the research paper is simply a survey, a collection of ideas about a particular topic, it may not have a thesis statement. Instead, the introduction may contain a topic sentence, a statement of the main idea of the paper that alerts the reader to what the paper is about. (Check out Chapter 11 for more on topic sentences.) Regardless of whether the paper contains a thesis statement or a topic sentence, most introductions also include a quotation, an anecdote, or some fact interesting enough to draw the reader into the paper. (See Chapter 15 for the ins and outs of writing an introduction.) Scientific research papers and business reports dump the frills and get right to the point; their introductions are clear and concise and immediately orient the reader to the subject matter.

            

            
               The body

               The body of the paper presents the facts. Here, you organize the research into subtopics — logical groupings of information. Subheads, or titles for each part of the paper, may introduce the subtopics. With or without subheads, the reader must understand why each subtopic follows the one before it. You create a train of thought that carries your reader from the introduction through to the conclusion. Chapter 16 describes what the body should include.

            

            
               The conclusion

               The conclusion brings home the fact that you have proved your thesis, but it isn’t simply a restatement of the introduction. The conclusion gives the reader a wider perspective, explaining the significance of what you’ve proved. The conclusion answers the So what? question (or, as we say in New York City, the Yeah? So? question). The conclusion of a science research paper is called a discussion. (See Chapter 12.) The discussion explains whether the results support the original hypothesis and considers the implications of the laboratory data. In a paper without a thesis, the conclusion opens the door to related ideas or areas that you haven’t covered in the paper. In all papers, the conclusion is the next logical step in the chain of ideas that you’ve forged in the paper. Go to Chapter 17 for more on conclusions.

            

            
               Footnotes, endnotes, and parenthetical citations

               Sounds like a stuffy law firm, doesn’t it? “I just graduated from Harvard Law and joined Footnotes, Endnotes, and Parentheticals!” Stuffy names aside, this part of the paper is crucial. All the information in research papers has to be documented in citations, identification tags that allow the reader to retrace your steps and find the information exactly where you found it. The identifying material is contained in (you guessed it) footnotes, endnotes, or parentheses in the text. The rules for documentation are strict (okay, obsessive). You can find more on these picky little guys in Chapter 18.

            

            
               Title page and front matter

               Research papers usually have a title page (see Chapter 19) at the beginning of the paper that states the (guess what) title, your name, and the date. Some research papers also have a table of contents and a table of illustrations. Chapter 19 explains how to create all these finishing touches.

            

            
               Works cited or bibliography

               The paper ends with a bibliography (list of books used) or a list of works cited — all the sources that you drew upon, including Web sites, articles, and so on. The format of this list follows rules that are just as strict as those for identification within the paper. Chapter 18 shows how to list your sources correctly.

            

         

         
            Meeting the Family: Characteristics of Each Type of Research Paper

            The research-paper family tree, like most family trees, is a tangle of branches. Each branch has a few qualities common to the whole group (see the previous section, “Cooking Up a Research Paper: The Basic Ingredients”), and each has some special characteristics setting it apart from the others. Like most families (certainly mine), the research-paper tree also has a couple of eccentrics that definitely march to a different drummer. In this section, I describe each type of paper and outline its characteristics and goals.

            
               Report

               A report — the baby of the family — is the shortest and simplest form of research paper. Young children write reports for homework on such compelling topics as “The Cantaloupe” and “Our Presidents’ Middle Names.” Overworked cubicle-occupiers get to write reports on stuff like “Sixteen Ways to Regulate Fax Paper Consumption.”

               

               
                  [image: Warning(bomb)]
               

               	Sometimes the word report is used for any kind of fact-based writing, as in “Give me a 433-page report on the earnings potential of that lawn furniture conglomerate by 9 a.m. tomorrow.” When your personal Authority Figure asks for a report, be sure to ask questions about length, content, and format.

               
                  Content

                  The content of your report should have these characteristics:	

                  
                     	[image: bullet]	Factual information (such as statistics, dates, names, events, or quotations)

                     	[image: bullet]	Opinion that is clearly labeled and limited to the conclusion 

                     	[image: bullet]	Minimum of two or three sources

                  

               

               
                  Format

                  Here are some guidelines to format your report:

                  
                     	[image: bullet]	Length from one page to much (much, much) longer

                     	[image: bullet]	Title page or heading 

                     	[image: bullet]	Formal identification of sources — with footnotes, endnotes, or parenthetical information — or an informal reference to sources in the text of the paper	

                     	[image: bullet]	Typed, but occasionally handwritten

                     	[image: bullet]	Generally written without I or we

                     	[image: bullet]	Serious, formal tone

                  

                  

                  
                     [image: Tip]
                  

                  	The book report, a time-honored assignment in middle school and high school, describes one text and your reaction to it. Normally you have only one source for a book report — the book that you are reporting on. If you have to write a book report, you may be given a form to fill out. If you don’t have a form, provide the following information:

                  
                     	[image: bullet]	Title

                     	[image: bullet]	Author

                     	[image: bullet]	Publishing information — company, date of publication, place of publication

                     	[image: bullet]	Summary of the main points of the book (nonfiction) or plot (fiction)

                     	[image: bullet]	Short description of the important characters (fiction)

                     	[image: bullet]	Evaluation of the quality of the book

                  

               

            

            
               Laboratory report

               In my high-school chemistry class, my teacher (whose first name was Bernard and whom we dubbed “Bunsen Bernie”) created huge purple clouds almost every day, no matter which chemicals he threw into the mix. He called those exercises “experiments,” even though we weren’t trying to break new ground in science. In fact, all we were trying to do was breathe. At the end of each session, we retired to study hall to write a lab report, a fixture and non-joy of my 16th year.

               Lab reports are still around. The research for a lab report is usually collected not from written sources but rather from data that you gather in (surprise!) a laboratory or in the field, if you are observing phenomena outside the lab.

               

               
                  [image: Tip]
               

               	Laboratory research may be reported in a science research paper, which is different from a laboratory report. I discuss science research papers a little later in this chapter.

               
                  Content

                  The content of a laboratory report includes the following:

                  
                     	[image: bullet]	Statement of the problem — why the experiment is being performed

                     	[image: bullet]	Background — other studies or initial observations that helped form the hypothesis

                     	[image: bullet]	Hypothesis — a fancy name for an educated guess about the issue

                     	[image: bullet]	Materials and procedure

                     	[image: bullet]	Data

                     	[image: bullet]	Results — a short summary of the data

                     	[image: bullet]	Analysis — whether the data supports the hypothesis, report of any problems in the experiment

                     	[image: bullet]	Conclusion — restatement of the hypothesis, generalizations suggested by the experimental results, areas for further research

                     	[image: bullet]	Charts, graphs, or illustrations of the data 

                  

               

               
                  Format

                  When you write a laboratory report, keep these formatting points in mind:

                  
                     	[image: bullet]	Typed, although handwriting may be acceptable in some cases (check with your Authority Figure)

                     	[image: bullet]	Written in past tense, and often in passive voice (The mixture was cooled, not I cooled the mixture)

                     	[image: bullet]	Functional, recipe-like description of what you did and how the experiment turned out (not a narrative)

                     	[image: bullet]	Title page optional 

                  

               

            

            
               Science research paper

               When you discover a cure for the common hangnail, perhaps you’ll publish your triumph in a scientific journal. Like laboratory reports (see the section “Laboratory report,” earlier in the chapter), science research papers report the results of original experiments. You generally hand lab reports to a teacher, but you may submit your science research paper to a journal for review by other scientists and, hopefully, publication. Both lab reports and research papers have some of the same elements, but their styles are quite different.

               Lab reports resemble recipes; they get the information across in lists, charts, and short statements. Science research papers read like a story. The sentences are longer and more complex, as are the paragraphs. 

               
                  Content

                  Science research papers include these sections:

                  
                     	[image: bullet]	Title — tells what the experiment tested

                     	[image: bullet]	Abstract — the entire paper summarized in 250 words or less

                     	[image: bullet]	Introduction — explains the background, describes previous research by other scientists, and proposes a hypothesis to be tested

                     	[image: bullet]	Methods and materials — how you performed the experiment

                     	[image: bullet]	Results — concise presentation of data, including tables and graphs as appropriate 

                     	[image: bullet]	Discussion — whether or not the data supported the hypothesis, comparison of your results to the outcome of other experiments, your interpretation of the implications of the data

                  

               

               
                  Format

                  Science research papers follow a specific format:

                  
                     	[image: bullet]	Often written in passive voice (the antibiotic was administered) instead of active (I administered the antibiotic)

                     	[image: bullet]	Experiments are always described in past tense

                     	[image: bullet]	Typed

                     	[image: bullet]	Each journal has little style quirks of its own (check the publication guidelines)

                     	[image: bullet]	Dates in citations emphasized 

                     	[image: bullet]	Information is presented in paragraphs, not in lists, and reads like a narrative.

                  

               

            

            
               Term (or library) paper

               Term papers probably got their name from the fact that they may take one entire term of the school year to write. A term paper isn’t necessarily pegged to a particular period of time, though it is usually assigned a month or more before the due date. Term papers, also called library papers, may be on any subject, including literature, history, science, and so on. (A term paper about a scientific subject is not the same as a science research paper, which discusses the results of experiments carried out by the author. To find out more about science research papers, see the section “Science research paper,” earlier in the chapter.) 

               
                  Content

                  The content of term papers varies as much as the content of a typical library, but term papers do have some common characteristics:

                  
                     	[image: bullet]	Usually presents an idea to be proved — the thesis

                     	[image: bullet]	Sometimes presents an array of information about one topic

                     	[image: bullet]	Comes to a conclusion about the topic

                     	[image: bullet]	Often relies on secondary sources — what other people have said about a particular topic

                     	[image: bullet]	May analyze primary sources — the actual documents, text, or audio-visual materials that are the subject of the paper

                     	[image: bullet]	Includes information from at least three different sources, and often many more (Part II of Research Papers For Dummies describes how to find, evaluate, and use primary and secondary sources.)

                  

               

               
                  Format

                  Keep these points in mind as you format your term paper:

                  
                     	[image: bullet]	Typed

                     	[image: bullet]	Contains at least 5 pages, and often as many as 10 or 15 pages

                     	[image: bullet]	Often has a separate title page 

                     	[image: bullet]	May include visual aids, such as charts, graphs, or illustrations, but generally text-dominated

                     	[image: bullet]	Researched material is credited to the source with a citation, an identification tag that explains where the information was originally reported 

                     	[image: bullet]	Citations presented in footnotes, endnotes, or parentheses in the text

                     	[image: bullet]	Includes a bibliography (a list of books and articles) or a list of works cited (all the sources, including electronic ones) at the end of the paper 

                  

               

            

            
               Thesis

               A thesis (plural is theses) is a pumped-up term paper. This research paper is usually assigned at the college or postgraduate level, and it may be the only graded work of an entire course. The thesis may also be a graduation requirement, the last hurdle before you’re outta there. Because writing a thesis is a major job, you may have a whole year, or even more, to complete the work. Most institutions provide a thesis advisor to help with the work, perhaps to ease the feelings of guilt provoked by assigning such a horrible task. The advisor, usually a professor in the field, is assigned by the institution. In the ideal world, the advisor guides you through every step of the process. In the real world, some advisors are great, while others use your submissions to keep coffee stains off their desks.

               

               
                  [image: Warning(bomb)]
               

               	With annoying but typical economy, English uses the same word — thesis — for two different things. Inside a paper, a thesis is the idea you are proving. (For more information on creating a thesis, see Chapter 11.) As noted in the preceding paragraph, a thesis may also be the name of a type of paper, one that contains a thesis. (Academics are so clever!)

               
                  Content

                  The content of a thesis is serious, scholarly stuff:

                  
                     	[image: bullet]	May rely on either primary and secondary sources or some of each

                     	[image: bullet]	Greater number of sources than a term paper — often ten or many more

                     	[image: bullet]	Includes original theories about the topic under consideration and evidence to back up those theories

                  

               

               
                  Format

                  The format of a thesis is set by the institution, usually according to these guidelines:

                  
                     	[image: bullet]	Generally longer than a term paper (15 to 20 pages is not unusual, and some theses will break your toe if you drop them)

                     	[image: bullet]	Always typed

                     	[image: bullet]	Sources cited and included in a bibliography or list of works cited	

                     	[image: bullet]	Separate title page and bibliography or list of works cited 

                     	[image: bullet]	May be subject to an unbelievably long and ridiculous set of rules on the type of paper, width of margins, and so on. Check with your Authority Figure.

                  

               

            

            
               Dissertation

               Now you’re on the postgraduate level, the stratosphere of the academic world — but not the financial world. (Serious academics tend to gather pieces of paper with calligraphy on them, not stock portfolios.) If you’re going for a doctorate, you’re probably writing a dissertation.

               How hard is it to write a dissertation? Here’s a clue: People who have completed all the requirements for a doctorate except a dissertation are called ABDs — “all but dissertations.” The group is so large that it has its own name! To help you, or to avoid lawsuits charging mental cruelty, the institution gives you an advisor. 

               

               
                  [image: Tip]
               

               	Ask your advisor for the dissertation guidelines that are favored by the institution granting your degree. Bring a wheelbarrow.

               
                  Content

                  What’s in a dissertation? Read on:

                  
                     	[image: bullet]	Must add to the body of knowledge, not report something that is already known

                     	[image: bullet]	Relies on primary sources, unless the title is something like “The Evolution of Critical Reaction to the Lyrics of the Backstreet Boys,” in which case the secondary sources are the topic

                     	[image: bullet]	May be based on experimental data or direct observation by the writer

                     	[image: bullet]	Needs a truckload of sources, reported in pages of citations and a bibliography that is as long as the telephone book of some towns

                     	[image: bullet]	Oral defense of the dissertation is probably required, in which the writer spends a few hours answering excruciating questions from experts in the field

                  

               

               
                  Format

                  The rules for formatting dissertations qualify for an Olympic medal in pickiness: 

                  
                     	[image: bullet]	Format varies from university to university

                     	[image: bullet]	Always long, boring, and crucial to success

                  

                  

                  
                     [image: WinningStrategy]
                  

                  	Even if you have to live on a lentils-only diet while writing your dissertation (graduate assistants make practically nothing), you may want to pay someone to retype and correctly format your dissertation. Just be sure that your employee is good at following ridiculous rules.

               

            

            
               Business report

               Finished with formal education? Congratulations! But don’t heave a sigh of relief at putting research papers behind you. Depending on your field, the boss may ask you for a marketing report, an advertising campaign, an earnings projection, or any number of other business documents, all of which consist of research presented in written form. The only saving grace is that instead of paying truckloads of money to a school for the privilege of writing papers, you now receive a salary to do so.

               

               
                  [image: WinningStrategy]
               

               	The content and format of business reports vary enormously, depending on the type of paper, the field, the particular company, and even the preferences of an individual supervisor. When you’re told to write a business report, spend some time looking through the company files. Ask co-workers or even the supervisor for specifics: What information are you supposed to include? Does the company have a preferred format? Unless you’re working for Attila the Hun, you’ll probably get some useful tips.

               

               
                  [image: Tip]
               

               	Business writing should be formal but not stiff in tone. Assume your reader is busy; communicate the information without wasting words. Make the reader understand why he or she should read the report, and then get down to, well, business. Present the relevant facts and your recommendations. Charts, graphs, and other visual aids make a strong impression and present a great deal of information efficiently.

            

            
               Business plan

               When you look in the mirror every morning, do you see the future CEO of the next Microsoft? If so, you need a business plan. A business plan is a formal research paper that an aspiring business owner (or business expander) presents to potential investors. The business plan explains what the new company (or larger company) will offer the public, the projected costs and earnings, an analysis of the competition, and statistics on the business’s debt, equity, and requested financing. 

               
                  Content

                  Every business plan should have the following content:

                  
                     	[image: bullet]	Summary of the main points of the plan

                     	[image: bullet]	Examination of the products or services the business provides

                     	[image: bullet]	Marketing survey showing how the business’s offerings will be received

                     	[image: bullet]	Explanation of how the new or expanded company differs from the competition

                     	[image: bullet]	Detailed description of the production, distribution, and management segments of the company

                     	[image: bullet]	Statement of all the company’s assets and debts

                     	[image: bullet]	Explanation of the financing that is sought

                  

               

               
                  Format

                  Presentation (a fancy word for format) matters in the business world:

                  
                     	[image: bullet]	Always typed

                     	[image: bullet]	Printed on good-quality paper

                     	[image: bullet]	Wire- or spiral-bound

                     	[image: bullet]	Often as long as 40 pages

                     	[image: bullet]	Title page with the name of the business and contact information, as well as the name of the person who will review the report

                     	[image: bullet]	Contains diagrams, photos, and so on, to illustrate key points

                     	[image: bullet]	Includes a table of contents

                     	[image: bullet]	Provides source information for all facts

                  

               

            

         

         
            Climbing the Steps to Successful Research Papers

            You can’t climb to the top of the Empire State Building with one tremendous stride. Nor can you make the move from “I have to write a paper” to “Here it is; now leave me alone” in one leap. You need steps! (Okay, the metaphor is corny, and I know at least one person out there mentioned “elevator.” But give me a break! The basic idea is valid.) Here’s the lowdown on the steps in writing most types of research papers — the exception being original scientific research papers and laboratory reports, which are out there in their own separate universe. (For more about how to write science papers, see Chapter 12.)

            
               	
                  1.	
                  Decide what to write about. The Authority Figure may decide for you, but if you are given the opportunity to choose a topic, you need to do some preliminary sniffing around in a library, on the Internet, or in Chapter 3 or the appendix of Research Papers For Dummies. You can come up with a subject that interests you (or at least one that won’t send you screaming into the night) and then narrow that subject down into a topic.

               	
                  2.	
                  Conduct a survey of sources. What’s out there? You need to search a bit more thoroughly now, checking libraries and electronic media, until you have a sense of what’s available. Then you can narrow your source list from everything ever said about the topic to stuff that looks as if it might be useful and available. Part II gives you the lowdown on a whole range of sources.

               	
                  3.	
                  Take notes, round one. Now you actually have the sources in hand (or accessible via computer). You start reading and taking notes, keeping ultracareful records so that you always know what piece of information came from where. Go to Chapter 8 for details on note-taking.

               	
                  4.	
                  Create a thesis statement or topic sentence. At some point, the stuff you’re writing down should start to make sense. Now, you are ready to create a thesis statement. A thesis statement (see Chapter 11) is the heart of your paper — the idea that you are trying to prove. If the paper is a survey and not trying to prove anything, you can create a topic sentence — the main idea that you are writing about.

               	
                  5.	
                  Take notes, round two. Now that you know what you’re proving or what you’re surveying, your note taking becomes more focused. You may decide to go back to some sources or to reinstate a couple of sources that you initially thought were worthless. You want to gather enough information to prove your thesis.

               	
                  6.	
                  Prepare to write. At this stage you construct a battle plan. You reread your notes and sort them into subtopics. You outline the paper. Chapter 14 is available to help you with this task

               	
                  7.	
                  Write, round one. Fortified with caffeine and the thought that at some point you may actually finish the project, you create a rough draft of the paper. Part V gives you the skills you need to write the rough draft.

               	
                  8.	
                  Write, round two. You go back and marvel at the fluency of your writing and the brilliance of your ideas. Then you get realistic and clean up the grammar, correct the citations, and add the important ideas that you forgot the first time through. You cross out irrelevant information and polish the prose. (Chapter 19 helps you with grammar.)

               	
                  9.	
                  Place the finishing touches. You create a title page or heading, a table of contents, and a table of illustrations (if necessary). You add a list of sources. You make a copy for posterity (actually, in case your Authority Figure loses the paper). You staple the whole thing or put it in a binder. You hand it in and, carefree at last, go bowling. (Chapter 19 explains these last few steps.)

            

         

      

      

   
      
         Chapter 2

         Getting on the Right Track: Tips for Saving Time and Effort

         In This Chapter

         
            [image: bullet]	Choosing techniques suitable for a long paper

            [image: bullet]	Budgeting your time

            [image: bullet]	Finding work methods that complement your personality

            [image: bullet]	Seeking help from the Authority Figure who will judge your work

         

         You’re sitting at your desk with your computer booted (or pen filled), outline ready, and notes at hand. You write for a couple of minutes. “Piece of cake,” you think. “I’ll be typing ‘The End’ before I know it.” A few paragraphs later, you get a great idea. One of the sources you consulted contains a quotation that perfectly supports the point you’re trying to make. “It’s in here somewhere,” you mutter as you begin to skim piles of printouts from the Internet. “Nope. Maybe it was in one of those books?” Now you’re on your knees under the desk, flipping desperately through a couple of thick texts.

         I’ve seen lots of people go through the kind of search I just described — people who put considerable time and energy into their work and are brought literally to their knees because they approached a major research project as if it were a short paper. In this chapter I explain the most efficient way to approach projects that span a long period of time. I tackle the issue of time and how to budget it so that you don’t end up trying to cram 100 hours of work into the last lunch hour before the paper is due. I also give you an overview of several working methods so that you can pick the one that complements your personality. Finally, I provide some tips on appeasing the Authority Figure who will read and judge your work.

         
            Making a Long Story Short

            Most people can write a short paper, one that relies on only a couple of sources, with very little planning. They just read a bunch of stuff, jot down a few notes, and start typing. Maybe not the best method, but one that works fairly well if — and this is a big if — the work is concentrated. When I say concentrated, I mean

            
               	[image: bullet]	The paper is only a few pages long.

               	[image: bullet]	You have only one or two sources.

               	[image: bullet]	You spend a week or less working on the paper.

            

            Unfortunately, only a small number of research papers fall into this category. Most research papers have more than a few pages, employ a greater number of sources, and take longer to write. Unless you’re a rare individual with a photographic memory, you’re not going to remember everything you read. Worse yet, you’re going to remember some of what you read, but not enough to use. Panic time.

            Another meltdown may occur because the task of writing a research paper, when viewed as a whole, is overwhelming. How am I going to write ten pages? How am I going to check every single source on this topic? How will I ever get 6,439 facts and quotations into logical order?

            These worries are common, but they are also groundless. You don’t write ten pages; you write one page, or even one paragraph, and then you write another, and then another, and so on. You aren’t going to have a complete picture of the topic, ever, because these days, even experts can’t keep up with the sheer volume of information out there. But with care (and some help from Research Papers For Dummies!), you can find the most important sources. Furthermore, you never have to put 6,439 facts anywhere. You can choose some facts that make your case or illustrate your meaning and put them in the section where they’re needed. The rest you can ignore — at least for the moment. And because you have a good record of what’s where (see the “Recording your life as a researcher” section in this chapter), you can find the facts you need without mounting a major search-and-rescue operation.

            By now the main idea is probably clear: The key to saving time, energy, and hair (you won’t pull out as much) is choosing work methods that are appropriate for long term papers. (Notice how the expression term paper is cleverly hidden in that phrase.) If you’re working on a long research paper, you have to keep good records, and you have to see the project as a series of small steps. This ancient Chinese proverb may be severely overquoted, but it’s still true: A journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step.

            
               Recording your life as a researcher

               In Part II of Research Papers For Dummies, I explain how to find the information you’re looking for. In this section I deal with a different aspect of the research process — the secret technique that all top-notch researchers know. Brace yourself for an exciting moment: To be a successful researcher, you have to keep good records. (Exciting stuff, huh? I’m expecting the tabloids to call at any moment.) No matter what you look up, read, or experience, you must record what you do. If you keep accurate records, you won’t lose the material that you went to such pains to find.

               

               
                  [image: WinningStrategy]
               

               	Three record-keeping strategies are useful:

               
                  	[image: bullet]	Keep a log of what you do: Keep track of the Web sites you check, the libraries you visit, the people you call, the television programs you view (the ones that are relevant to your topic — you can skip the soap opera you watched, “just this once,” for relaxation). By consulting the log, you won’t have to cover the same ground twice.

                  	[image: bullet]	Compile a numbered “master list” of all your sources: When you take notes, label the information with the master-list number. If you keep a master list, you don’t have to write the title, author, and other identifying information more than once; you just have to write the master-list number.

                  	[image: bullet]	Create a personal index for sources: Write down a quick summary of what you’re likely to need in writing the paper, from that particular source. You can include this information in the master list, or you can keep it separately. Either way, you may find that a personal table of contents saves you a lot of time.

               

               

               
                  [image: Tip]
               

               	You may also find it useful to keep a “failure list” of Web sites, books, articles, or even libraries that contain nothing of value. With a failure list, you can avoid rechecking something that yields no information.

               

               
                  [image: WinningStrategy]
               

               	I got my first computer in 1980 — ancient history in the tech world — and it crashed pretty frequently. I got used to backing up my files early and often during the process of writing. Now my cardinal rule is “back up first, ask questions later.” I apply this rule to more than my computer; I stop working frequently to photocopy my lists of sources, notes, and drafts, and I store the backups far away from the originals. I also have backup disks of everything that I store on my computer’s hard drive. I’m ready for all the disasters I hope never to see, including fire, flood, and Martian invasion. You should be ready, too. Remember: Back up! Now and forever! (For a complete discussion of record keeping, see Chapter 8.)

            

            
               Taking the research paper  one step at a time

               How do you get from New York to West Virginia? Here’s a plan:

               
                  	
                     1.	Get in a car in New York. Think deeply about where you will park when you get to West Virginia.

                  	
                     2.	Drive south. If you take a wrong turn, don’t backtrack. Just keep going until you get to your destination.

                  	
                     3.	Turn right at Virginia. Reconsider the look that the traffic cop in New Jersey shot at you when you merged onto the turnpike.

               

               I don’t even have to explain why the preceding statements don’t belong in my plan; I’m sure that you can see how silly it would be to worry about a parking place hundreds of miles before you need one. Yet some people write a research paper using steps that are just as ridiculous as those I just listed. Their paper plan resembles this one:

               
                  	
                     1.	Sit down at the computer and start to type. After a while, decide what your paper is about.

                  	
                     2.	Go on the Internet or to the library and get a bunch of information. Read everything, whether or not the material relates to your topic.

                  	
                     3.	Take no notes; underline nothing. Keep the books nearby in case you need something later. If you don’t have enough information, too bad.

                  	
                     4.	Hand it in when you’ve finished writing the whole thing. What’s done is done. Don’t try to go over what you’ve written; you’ll only make it worse.

               

               Did you recognize yourself or anyone you know somewhere in the preceding examples? Too many people make their writing lives a lot harder than necessary. Make sure that you’re not one of them!

               

               
                  [image: WinningStrategy]
               

               	Following a few simple guidelines can remove most of the hassle from writing a research paper, and, as a bonus, improve the final product:

               
                  	[image: bullet]	Take the paper step by step in logical order, focusing only on the current step. Don’t let your mind jump ahead. When you are choosing a topic, for example, don’t worry about how to format the bibliography.

                  	[image: bullet]	Keep your ideas in an “idea file.” No one can control exactly when a good idea will arrive. If something comes to you, such as a good introduction or an idea for the conclusion, write it down and place it in your idea file (on the computer or on paper). Before you move on to a new step, check the idea file.

                  	[image: bullet]	Keep a to-do list and let it hold your anxiety, as well as your duties. For example, if you are worried about citations (identification labels for sources), write “find out how to cite sources — Chapter 18 of Research Papers For Dummies” on your to-do list. Then stop worrying. When you get to the rough draft, check out Chapter 18 and cite the sources correctly. End of worry! And you didn’t let that anxiety sabotage your work on other aspects of the paper.

                  	[image: bullet]	Don’t skip any of the steps. For example, don’t tell yourself that note taking is a waste of time and go directly to the “writing the rough draft” step. You may end up trying to take notes directly into your rough draft. Neither the notes nor the rough draft will turn out well because you didn’t give your complete attention to either.

                  	[image: bullet]	Don’t be afraid to backtrack if you make a mistake. If you are writing the rough draft and discover that you need more information on a certain aspect of your paper, put the draft aside and do more research. Then return to the rough draft.

               

            

         

         
            Timing Is Everything

            I live in the real world, and I know that real people may have a tough time thinking about work that is not due for a month or so. (Actually, I know that real people may have a tough time thinking about work at all. Life offers so many possibilities for fun!) Nevertheless, you should take a stab at creating a plan. In this section I give you guidelines for long (ten-week), medium (five-week), and short (two-week) assignments. I also tackle a delicate question: What should you do when the paper is due tomorrow and you haven’t even started yet?

            

            
               [image: WinningStrategy]
            

            	Don’t assume that all weeks are created equal. Before you make a paper- writing plan, consider everything else that you have going on, including events that have no relation to the research paper you’re writing. Read this section with a calendar or day-planner in hand — one that has events like “sister’s wedding,” “voyage to the North Pole,” and “math final” listed.

            Now write start and end dates for each step in your research paper. Schedule a lot of work for weeks that look relatively free, and give yourself a free pass (or light duty) during busy times.

            

            
               [image: Tip]
            

            	Work habits are as individual as fingerprints. In this section I provide some general guidelines, but you should adapt them to your own strengths and weaknesses. For example, in the ten-week plan I allot three weeks for research and three-plus weeks for writing. But if you are a jaguar when it comes to reading and a tortoise when it comes to writing, change the distribution to two weeks for research and four-plus weeks for writing.

            

            
               [image: Warning(bomb)]
            

            	If you’re reporting on the results of your own scientific experiments, figure out how much time you need to do the actual lab work and add that time to the schedule below. Because I’m not the white-coat and microscope type, Research Papers For Dummies focuses on the book/article/Web research and the actual writing, not on the test-tube and lab-rat stuff.

            
               I’ve got all the time in the world:  The ten-week plan

               No, you don’t have all the time in the world. Ten weeks will become a memory faster than a survivor who’s been kicked off the island. Get started right away so that you have time to polish that paper into perfection. Here’s a solid plan:

               
                  	[image: bullet]	Selecting a topic (includes preliminary reading) — two weeks

                  	[image: bullet]	Conducting research (finding and evaluating sources, note taking) — three weeks

                  	[image: bullet]	Creating a thesis statement, writing a topic sentence, or formulating a hypothesis — three days

                  	[image: bullet]	Designing the paper (choosing a structure, identifying subtopics,  outlining) — four days

                  	[image: bullet]	Writing first draft — three weeks

                  	[image: bullet]	Writing final draft — four days

                  	[image: bullet]	Making finishing touches (title page, bibliography, and so on) — three days

               

               

               
                  [image: Tip]
               

               	The thesis statement is a declaration that you will prove in your paper. Don’t confuse a thesis statement with a thesis, which is a type of research paper. (For more on what a thesis is, see Chapter 1. For information on creating a thesis statement, see Chapter 11.)

               

               
                  [image: WinningStrategy]
               

               	Notice that I allot more time for the first draft (three weeks) than for the final draft (one week, including the finishing touches). You will do better if you put most of your energy into a great rough draft, leaving the final draft for polishing your prose, checking details, and so on. Don’t skimp on the rough draft! It’s important. But don’t skip the final draft, either. You’ll be surprised by how much you can improve your paper if you give it two drafts.

            

            
               I can take my time: The five-week plan

               Depending on the length of the paper and the number of sources you plan to use, you may not be able to take your time at all. Here’s a suggested budget:

               
                  	[image: bullet]	Selecting a topic (includes preliminary reading) — one week

                  	[image: bullet]	Conducting research (finding and evaluating sources, note taking) — ten days

                  	[image: bullet]	Creating a thesis statement, writing a topic sentence or formulating a hypothesis — one day

                  	[image: bullet]	Designing the paper (choosing a structure, identifying subtopics,  outlining) — two days

                  	[image: bullet]	Writing first draft — ten days

                  	[image: bullet]	Writing final draft — four days

                  	[image: bullet]	Making finishing touches (title page, bibliography, and so on) — one day

               

               

               
                  [image: Warning(bomb)]
               

               	One day for finishing touches assumes that you have kept very good records and will not have to spend a lot of time worrying about the format of your citations (footnote, endnote, or parenthetical identification of sources). You should take care of those issues when you write the rough draft.

            

            
               I’m in a hurry but not in a panic:  The two-week plan

               A two-week plan is called for because of one of two situations:

               
                  
                     Situation #1: The Paper Assigner gave you only two weeks because he or she wants only a limited number of sources and a fairly short piece of writing.

                  
                     Situation #2: The Paper Assigner gave you three months, and you spent the first two-and-a-half chasing the perfect wave on your surfboard.

               

               If Situation #2 applies to you, ask (actually, beg) the Paper Assigner for more time. If the answer is no, you’re going to have to compress a lot of work into a short period. (Also, you’re going to have to put the surfboard — and everything else that is fun — away for the duration.)

               Here’s the timetable for either situation:

               
                  	[image: bullet]	Selecting a topic (includes preliminary reading) — two days

                  	[image: bullet]	Conducting research (finding and evaluating sources, note taking) — four days

                  	[image: bullet]	Creating a thesis statement, writing a topic sentence or formulating a hypothesis — one-half day

                  	[image: bullet]	Designing the paper (choosing a structure, identifying subtopics,  outlining) — one-half day

                  	[image: bullet]	Writing first draft — four days

                  	[image: bullet]	Writing final draft — two days

                  	[image: bullet]	Making finishing touches (title page, bibliography, and so on) — one day

               

               

               
                  [image: Tip]
               

               	Somewhere out there, a mathematician is reading this book with a calculator in hand, trying to catch me in an error of scale. (“Gotcha! You allotted 30 percent of the time to research in the ten-week plan and only. . . .” You get the idea.) I admit it: I am not a mathematician. But even if I were, I wouldn’t try for a consistent scale. Some things (like one day for finishing touches) can’t be adjusted without becoming unrealistic. (“Allow .567 days for finishing touches. . . .”)

            

            
               It’s due tomorrow!

               Okay, you’re in big trouble. I see two possible situations here:

               
                  
                     Situation #1: Your Authority Figure took part in the Spanish Inquisition and is keeping the old torture skills sharp by assigning impossible amounts of work in ridiculous amounts of time.

                  
                     Situation #2: You went surfing (see Situation #2 in the preceding two-week plan) and left the work until the last minute.

               

               Your only remedy is to come clean, confess that you can’t do the job, and hope for mercy. If the answer is no, find out the penalty for late papers and work as quickly as you can. Load up on the major food groups — salt, grease, caffeine, and sugar — and unplug the phone. Turn off the instant messaging function on your computer, too. Pick a minimum number of sources (Internet or traditional) and read as fast as you can. You’ll probably be able to create only one draft, but try (really, really, really try) to allow time — even an hour — to revise this draft. Your paper will be better in the long run. Also, after you hand the paper in, but before you go to sleep, take a moment to record your New Year’s Resolutions:

               
                  
                     Resolution #1 (for Situation #1) — I won’t take any more courses from professors who have trained in dungeons, or I will read the want ads every day until I find a new job.

                  
                     Resolution #2 (for Situation #2) — I will plan my time better so that I can avoid feeling as if my eyelids were glued to my forehead when the next paper assignment comes around.

               

               

               
                  [image: Warning(bomb)]
               

               	No matter what the temptation, don’t fool around with artificial stimulants (other than a couple of cups of coffee or a few sodas). Little pills guaranteed to disrupt the usual human need for sleep are not worth the risk to your health. Take the rap — the lower grade or the boss’s wrath — and do better the next time. Stay on the safe side so at least you know that there will be a next time.

            

         

         
            Finding a Method That Suits Your Madness

            As I type this paragraph, I am sprawled on my living-room sofa with my laptop propped on my thighs and my favorite CD humming along in the background. I have a glass of mint tea on the end table, notes arrayed nearby on the floor, and an outline propped against the arm of the sofa. The living room is a mess, but I’m happy. I’m in writing mode, working in a situation that suits me.

            You probably have some favorite writing habits also, and they may be totally different from mine. Where do you put your outline, your notes, and your knees? Chances are, you have a whole set of preferences for location, music (or silence), refreshment, and ambience. I doubt that you decided these preferences consciously; you probably just gravitated towards habits that felt right for you.

            The methods that you use to write your research paper should also feel comfortable. How do you find comfortable writing methods? Choose those that mesh well with your personality. If you achieve a good fit, you get more work done in less time, and your product is better.

            The following sections may help you select the writing methods that are best for you.

            
               Choosing a topic

               Do you like to have everything set from the very beginning, with no uncertainty and nothing left to chance? If so, choose a topic from the appendix or ask your Authority Figure for an assigned topic.

               Does a bit of mystery appeal to you? Are you the type of person who wants to see what develops? Avoid the suggestions in the appendix and allow a little extra time for preliminary reading when you budget your time for the project. Let yourself — for a while, not forever — see what shakes out, before you settle on a focus for your research and writing.

            

            
               Taking notes

               Do you enjoy the feeling of a pen in your hand? Do you have good memories of September trips to the stationery store for new school supplies? Do you love opening a fresh notebook or a pristine pack of index cards? If you answered yes to the previous questions, you may want to take notes by hand. (See Chapter 8 for hints on how to take notes efficiently.)

               Do you hate signing your name because you’re only comfortable in front of a keyboard? Do you think that handwriting is “so-o-o over”? Has anyone ever asked you if the computer was surgically attached to your body? If so, computer note taking may be for you. (Chapter 8 also tackles this method.)

            

            
               Writing

               Does your best writing flow from one long, intense session of work? Do you hate to get up when you’re in the groove, even for a bathroom break? Do you understand why famous beat writer Jack Kerouac wanted to write on a continuous roll of paper to avoid stopping every few minutes to insert a new sheet of paper into his typewriter? If you identify with this group of questions, you may want to find one or two days in your calendar that are clear of any other obligations. (For an extremely long paper, a dissertation perhaps, you may want to schedule a clear month or more — or if that’s not possible, at least an open day or two every week.)

               Do you think best when you’ve had a break to refresh your spirit? Do you like frequent but short work sessions? After an hour of writing, does your brain begin to resemble a giant bowl of oatmeal? If so, block out about an hour (you have to allow for setup and takedown of notes, the outline, and so on) from every day’s schedule. Don’t let anything short of bubonic plague interfere with that time slot, but enjoy yourself during the rest of the day. For a complete discussion of the writing process, turn to Part V.

            

         

         
            Discovering a Method That Suits Your Authority Figure’s Madness

            I’m going to take a wild guess here: You’re probably not writing a research paper for your own pleasure or to fill the void created when you outgrew that turtle-racing hobby. You’re probably writing a research paper for other people — people who can order you around and who have the power to judge your work (also known as Authority Figures).

            When you’re the Authority Figure, you’ll have the complete freedom to tell your underlings what to do, and you’ll be able to make every little decision about the research paper yourself. Until that happy day, you have to find out exactly what your paper-assigner wants, and then follow those wishes as if they were commands. Come to think of it, they are commands.

            Some Authority Figures are very clear about their desires. They give you a written memo describing exactly what you are supposed to do. For example:

            
               FROM: Professor Swampthing

               TO: Menial Students Taking Robotics 101

               RE: TERM PAPER THAT WILL MAKE OR BREAK YOUR ENTIRE CAREER

               Your course grade (as well as everything that ever happens in the rest of your life) depends on a term paper that I will grade as if you were all professional writers who have won Nobel prizes. The paper will be 160,000 pages long. It will refer to no fewer than 802 sources and no more than 804 sources. At least 45.3 percent of your sources must be journal articles, with 5.98 percent coming from the journal that has the good taste to publish my own work.

               Your paper will begin with a short introduction (approximately 16.9 lines long) that will include . . .

            

            It’s too painful to go on, but you get the idea. Professor Swampthing has given you no freedom at all. The length, topic, format, and so on are all decided for you.

            Professor Swampthing’s opposite, Mr. Groovy, passes you in the hall and casually mentions, “I want a paper on something that moves you. Begin when you are ready to mold your inner self to the universe’s heart, and stop writing when the spirit has left you. Include sources.”

            Mr. Groovy may be more fun to hang out with, but his paper assignment is just as bad as Professor Swampthing’s. Now you have too much freedom. You don’t know what Mr. Groovy is expecting or how he will evaluate your work. But rest assured, Mr. Groovy knows what he is expecting; he just hasn’t explained it. And if he doesn’t receive a paper that matches the one that he sees with his inner eye, you’re in trouble.

            

            
               [image: WinningStrategy]
            

            	Professor Swampthing and Mr. Groovy are obviously exaggerations, but most paper-assigners lean towards one extreme or the other. If you’re stuck with a project that is similar to the one assigned by Professor Swampthing, don’t put even a toe over the line without asking permission. Follow the directions that you’ve been given and ask about anything that is unclear. If a Mr. Groovy-type project has landed on your desk, you also need to ask questions. First, formulate a plan. Then ask whether the plan is acceptable. Be specific. Don’t say, “Should the paper be short, medium, or long?” Instead say, “I was planning to write ten pages. Is that length okay with you?” You should check your plans early and often with both Professor Swampthing and Mr. Groovy. 

            
               Asking the right questions

               Check out the following questions to gain some useful tips on what you should be finding out from your Authority Figure.

               Before you do anything, ask your Authority Figure the following:

               
                  	[image: bullet]	Is there a particular topic that I should write about? An approved list?

                  	[image: bullet]	How long should the finished paper be?

                  	[image: bullet]	When is the paper due?

                  	[image: bullet]	Do you want to see any of the intermediate stages?

                  	[image: bullet]	How many sources of information should I use?

                  	[image: bullet]	Do you accept Internet sources? What type of sources may I include? Do you expect a mix of sources, or may all the sources be of one type (all books, all Web sites, and so on)?

                  	[image: bullet]	What kind of documentation do you want? Do you have a preferred manual of style?

               

               

               
                  [image: Tip]
               

               	
                  Manuals of style are books of rules. Each manual of style tells you how to indent, capitalize, and so forth. A large chunk of every manual is devoted to documentation — the way you identify sources. The rules in one manual of style do not always match the rules in another. Find out which one you are supposed to follow and then buy or borrow a copy. (Chapter 18 describes several popular manuals of style.)

               When you begin your research, ask your Authority Figure the following:

               
                  	[image: bullet]	Can you suggest any sources that might be useful?

                  	[image: bullet]	Are any of my sources out-of-date or unreliable?

                  	[image: bullet]	Am I missing anything that is crucial?

                  	[image: bullet]	I’m leaning toward this thesis — what do you think?

                  	[image: bullet]	How many supporting points do you expect?

               

               As you write, ask your Authority Figure the following:

               
                  	[image: bullet]	Do you expect a particular format for the introduction?

                  	[image: bullet]	Should a subhead introduce each of the subtopics?

                  	[image: bullet]	I’m making this point in my conclusion. Am I on the right track?

                  	[image: bullet]	I found a piece of evidence that doesn’t seem to fit well. Can you help me work it into my argument?

                  	[image: bullet]	Do you expect a particular number of quotations?

                  	[image: bullet]	Should I include visual aids?

                  	[image: bullet]	My paper is turning out longer (or shorter) than I anticipated. Is that a problem?

               

               As you hit the home stretch, ask your Authority Figure the following:

               
                  	[image: bullet]	Should I include a title page? What should be on it? Is a heading preferable?

                  	[image: bullet]	Do I need a table of contents?

                  	[image: bullet]	Do I need a table of illustrations?

                  	[image: bullet]	Do you care where I place the page numbers?

                  	[image: bullet]	I read the manual of style, but I don’t know how to cite this particular article. Is this correct?

                  	[image: bullet]	I read the manual of style, but I am not sure about the format for the bibliography. Will you check it?

               

            

            
               Using realism as a tactic

               If you are able to get answers to each of the questions in the previous section and can tailor your work to the response, your paper will probably turn out to be one of the all-time greatest hits of your field. However, be realistic. Any person who assigns research papers probably receives a lot of them. Reading the finished products can take a weekend, if not a month, of the Authority Figure’s “free time.” (Some of the emotion I feel as an overworked teacher may be leaking onto the page right now.) Answering a thousand questions from each writer eats up a huge number of hours. So if you ask all the questions, you may turn into one of the all-time pests of your field. And Paper Evaluators, however much they try to be fair, are human. They may be tempted to downgrade the work of someone who interrupted their Super Bowl party to check on a footnote. (This actually happened to me.) So here’s the cardinal rule: Be reasonable. Choose the most important issues — the ones you’re really sweating over. Take an educated guess on the rest.

            

         

      

      

   
      
         Chapter 3

         What Am I Writing About?

         In This Chapter

         
            [image: bullet]	Choosing a subject for your paper

            [image: bullet]	Narrowing the focus from subject to topic

            [image: bullet]	Dealing with an assigned list of topics

            [image: bullet]	Creating an original topic

            [image: bullet]	Moving from topic to thesis

         

         The average kitchen in a Manhattan apartment is the size of a bath mat, so we New Yorkers have a lot of experience with menus for both take-out and eat-in establishments. (Some people in my apartment building order in so frequently that their concept of kitchen renovation is installing a new phone.) New York City also offers unparalleled opportunities for people watching, so I’ve come to some conclusions about how human beings relate to menus. If the menu is very short, diners decide slowly and reluctantly. The general feeling seems to be that the decision is all-important; one of those choices leads to a luxury car and a vacation in Hawaii and the other to a moldy tennis ball. If the menu is very long, diners decide very quickly. Then they “undecide,” choose again, re-choose, and gradually work their way into a state of paralysis.

         When selecting a subject and later a topic for your research paper, you may resemble the diners I’ve just described. If the Authority Figure assigning the paper (your teacher, unit supervisor, game warden) limits the choices sharply, you may place too much importance on your decision. And if the menu of choices facing you is too wide, you may be lost in indecision.

         Not to worry. In this chapter I tell you how to deal with both extremes and everything in between when deciding what to write about. I also explain how to whittle a subject down to a topic and how to begin the move from a topic to a thesis.

         
            Defining Terms: Subject, Topic, and Thesis

            What are you writing about? A subject, a topic, or a thesis? Actually, all three. So before I go any further, here’s a short tour of a minor province of the wonderful world of research-paper vocabulary.

            
               Subject

               The subject of your paper is what you are writing about, in a general sense. You can state the subject in extremely broad terms (science, social issues, history) or in narrower terms (pollution, teen pregnancy, World War I). The very broad terms are about as useful as a shopping list that tells you to buy “stuff.” So when I speak of subjects, I refer to the narrower terms.

            

            
               Topic

               The topic of your paper is a small slice of the subject. Here are a few subjects, carved into manageable portions:

               [image: Minitable]

               

               
                  [image: Tip]
               

               	The line between subject and topic is blurry. In the preceding list, the topics may themselves be narrowed down. For example, “the Clean Air Act” may be divided into “politics,” “underlying science,” “public attitudes,” and so forth. Don’t worry about terminology. Just be sure that you end up with a clear, focused idea to write about.

               Notice that the subject, like the trunk of a tree, may give rise to any number of branches (the topics).

               

               
                  [image: Subject-AreaExample]
               

               	When you write a research paper about a scientific subject, you choose a topic and a thesis as I describe in this chapter. If you’re writing a science research paper based on your own laboratory research, the process of writing is different. Check out Chapter 12 for all the details.

            

            
               Thesis

               Most research papers have a definite point of view. (The exceptions are simple surveys of information, which I describe in “Surveying the Territory” later in this chapter, and those based on original laboratory research, which I discuss in Chapter 12.) The paper you’re writing probably argues a case, presenting the position you decide to take after a gazillion hours of research on the topic. This position is the thesis of your paper — the idea that you have formulated about the topic.

               

               
                  [image: Warning(bomb)]
               

               	The thesis is the idea you formulate at the end (or nearly the end) of the research process. However, you state the thesis in a thesis statement at the beginning of the paper because it is the beginning of the argument you are going to make in the paper itself. (To learn how to create a thesis statement, see Chapter 11.)

               Just to give you an idea of what a thesis statement looks like, here are a few:

               
                  Arsenic levels currently permitted in drinking water should be lowered.

                  Arsenic levels currently permitted in drinking water are safe.

                  Teen mothers often see their babies as burdens.

                  Teen mothers may believe that their babies will offer them the affection that is missing in the mother’s life.

                  Many casualties of World War I resulted from unsanitary conditions in the trenches.

                  The military leaders of World War I did not know how to conduct an air war effectively.

               

               Notice that the thesis statements about arsenic contradict each other. (Reminds me of an old joke: Do you have trouble making decisions? Well, yes and no.) When you write your research paper, you choose a position and present evidence that supports your view. The cliché about “two sides to every story” applies here; the same information can probably be interpreted in several different ways depending upon the beliefs and life experiences of person who is interpreting it. Never fear: Research papers usually fall into the no-right-answer category. If you make a good case and present it well, you’re probably okay no matter which position you take. The best papers generally flow from the personal beliefs of the writer, so follow your heart (as long as you have evidence to back up your ideas).

               

               
                  [image: BusinessAlert]
               

               	In the preceding paragraph I said that making a good case for your thesis and presenting it well are generally more important to the success of the paper than the position you take in the thesis statement. Unfortunately, those of you who write research papers for business will probably be held to a different standard, because your thesis statements will resemble the following:

               
                  Hysterium Industries is a good investment.

                  Marketing New Blue Margarine through the Internet will increase sales by at least 50 percent.

                  The company will easily absorb the extra workload created by downsizing the Department of Bureaucratic Mix-ups.

               

               In the paycheck world, in contrast to the theoretical academic world, the correctness of your thesis becomes apparent quickly. If Hysterium Industries tanks, so may your job. The sales figures for New Blue Margarine will prove or disprove your marketing projection. And employees disgruntled by the overtime they have to put in after the company downsizes may force you to barricade yourself in the lavatory. So cubicle-dwellers beware: Formulate your thesis with extra care.

               

               
                  [image: Tip]
               

               	Even though you argue a specific point of view in your paper, you should also acknowledge and answer the opposing arguments. See Chapter 16 for how to write a “concession and reply” paragraph.

            

         

         
            Selecting a Subject for Your Paper: The Subject of Your Affection

            According to a famous story that may even be true, Henry Ford said that buyers of his Model T could have any color they wanted, so long as it was black. Your subject choices may be equally limited, or you may be faced with a world of possibilities. In this section I explain how to select a subject when you have a choice and how to deal when you don’t.

            
               When the choice is yours

               When you write a research paper, you’re going to be stuck with the subject for a very long time. You may as well choose something that you find bearable or even (in a perfect world) fascinating.

               

               
                  [image: WinningStrategy]
               

               	The best subjects for papers arise from the subjects that inspire your passion. (Shame on you! I’m talking about research papers here, not that.) When it’s time to choose the subject of your paper, spend a few minutes making an inventory of your own personal turn-ons and turn-offs. What do you get in trouble for doing when you’re supposed to be working? What do you avoid at all costs?

               Now consider whether you can connect your passion to the paper you are supposed to write. Here’s a story to illustrate what I mean. I was once the advisor of a young man who was absolutely nuts about football. In eighth grade he wrote a report on the history of the National Football League. When he took economics in high school, he wrote a paper on tax revenues generated by professional football teams. When he studied Modern American History, he wrote about the effect of Title IX (the law that prohibits sex discrimination in institutions receiving money from the federal government) on college football programs. I don’t think he worked the subject of football into his class on Medieval Poetry, but not because he didn’t try. By the way, he did not get a job with the NFL when he finished college. He now works in sports broadcasting, specializing in — you guessed it — football.

               If you can’t write about something that’s close to your heart, at least look for a subject that you find mildly interesting. Imagine that you are putting together a dinner party. You can invite anyone in the world, living or dead. Who’s at the table? What are their areas of interest? If you’re inviting them, you must have at least some curiosity about the subjects they would bring up at the dinner table. So now you’ve got some possible subjects.

               

               
                  [image: Tip]
               

               	If you have access to the Internet, you’ve got access to online help in selecting a subject. Several major search engines, such as Yahoo! (www.yahoo.com) and AltaVista (www.altavista.com), have subject catalogues on their home pages. Browse through the subject headings until something grabs your attention.

               If you don’t have access to the Internet, you can go to a local or school library or a bookstore and check out the subject headings on the shelves. Which shelves look interesting? Those are possible subjects for your paper. Or, look at the reference section of the library. You’ll probably find some general encyclopedias. Flip through some pages; something may catch your eye. After you choose a general subject, check the reference shelves for subject-area encyclopedias or specialized dictionaries (The Encyclopedia of Boy Bands, The Dictionary of Radish Agriculture). Skim those pages for ideas.

               Don’t have time for the Internet or the library? Not a problem. Research Papers For Dummies is the answer to your prayer. Check out the appendix, which lists subjects and topics that appeal to even the pickiest writer.

               

               
                  [image: WinningStrategy]
               

               	Having too many subjects to choose from may be daunting. If you find yourself overwhelmed with possibilities, don’t despair. Choose a subject and be done with it. Resign yourself to the fact that you are not going to be able to learn about everything that interests you in one paper. Tell yourself that the subjects you haven’t gotten to are not lost; you can always use them for future papers.

               After you choose a subject, move on to “Attending to the Topic of Topics” later in this chapter. Even if you have two or three possible subjects, it’s still time to move on. During the process of narrowing the subject into a topic, one of the subjects will emerge as the right one for you.

            

            
               When you’ve got no choice

               The Authority Figure who assigned the research paper may take all the guesswork out of the issue by assigning a subject, and maybe even a topic. (“Write a paper on the global economy. . .urban planning. . .the poetry of heavy metal lyrics.”) If you’re writing a paper for a course in school, the subject of the course (Rock Lyrics of the Baby Boomers, Developing Economies of the Third World, Arithmetic and You!) often defines the subject of your paper.

               Another limit you may face is structure. Instead of giving you a subject or a topic, the Paper Assigner may decree that your paper follow a particular pattern or structure — a comparison of two different playwrights, an analysis of the viewpoints of all the interested parties in a particular event, a pro-con discussion of a major issue, and so on. If the structure is assigned, you may still have some leeway in choosing a subject.

               The appendix of Research Papers For Dummies contains some of the most common writing structures (I call them “big questions”) with suggestions for applying them to each subject. The appendix also suggests topics for each “big question.”

               Even if your Authority Figure assigns a subject, you haven’t lost every aspect of free will.

               

               
                  [image: WinningStrategy]
               

               	Remember that subjects are general in nature. Check the assigned subject for wiggle room. Can you focus it a little on something more appealing (or less repulsive) to you? For example, suppose you’re a poet at heart, stuck in a physics course so boring that you have to staple your eyelids open. The teacher is expecting a paper on (drum roll) physics. Okay, how about time? Physics drips with all these wonderful theories about the nature of time. And poets also spend a lot of time thinking about time. Maybe one of those theories will inspire an ode.

               If the assigned subject is completely horrible and you have no breathing space at all, don’t despair. Later, when you choose a topic, you’ll probably have another chance to connect to something you like.

               

               
                  [image: Tip]
               

               	Another consideration in choosing a subject is the difficulty of finding the research material. You may not be particularly enthralled with politics, but if your cousin is a senator, chances are you have access to a lot of great information. And who knows, you may even be drawn into the subject and run for office yourself!

            

         

         
            Attending to the Topic of Topics

            After you’ve nailed down a subject, turn your attention to the choice of a topic. The standards I describe in the preceding section on subjects hold true for topics as well:

            
               	[image: bullet]	Choose something you like, assuming you have any choice at all.

               	[image: bullet]	If you’re dealing with a list of assigned topics, see if the Authority Figure will allow you to focus on an aspect of the topic (a “subtopic”) that interests you. 

               	[image: bullet]	Consider any personal connections or special access to information that may give you an advantage in one particular topic.

            

            But topics are a little more complicated than subjects. Many more topics than subjects are floating around out there, so you have more to choose from and more standards to apply. In this section I explain how to evaluate potential topics beyond the three considerations just listed.

            
               What information is available?

               You can probably find some information on anything, but you probably can’t find a lot of information on every topic. Before you commit to a topic, be sure that you’ll have enough material to work with. For example, suppose you’re interested in global warming (the subject). Your focus may be on any of these topics:

               
                  	[image: bullet]	Carbon dioxide emissions

                  	[image: bullet]	The ozone layer

                  	[image: bullet]	The Kyoto treaty on limiting fossil fuels

                  	[image: bullet]	Greenpeace’s stand on the issue

                  	[image: bullet]	The relationship between global warming and the cement plant in your town

               

               You don’t have to be a librarian to know that information on the first four topics is easy to find. Lots and lots of articles have been written on all of them. Books too. But the last topic presents a problem. You probably won’t find your local cement plant described on the Internet, and it’s likely that no one has written a book about it either. Do you have to give up on the topic? Not necessarily. You just have to get creative. For example, you can check out what sort of emissions have been linked to global warming. Find out what scientists, environmental activists, and the government have to say about the problem. Read statements on the issue from all viewpoints. Then take a trip to the cement plant. Interview the manager. What comes out of the plant’s smokestacks? Is it an emission you’ve read about? If the answer isn’t familiar, look it up. Ask the manager what environmental measures are in place at the plant. Do any of those measures resemble something you’ve read about? With a little original research and a lot of digging from standard research sources, you’ll probably have enough for a paper. (And if you’ve done a good job and no one else has written about it, you may even find someone to publish it. Then you’ll be a source for someone else’s research paper.)

               

               
                  [image: Warning(bomb)]
               

               	Original research can be rewarding, but sometimes it’s difficult. Interviewing real live people (see Chapter 7 for tips) is time-consuming and unpredictable, and you may not dig up enough information no matter where you look or how hard you try. Approach original topics with care and allow enough time for a change of course in case you come up dry.

            

            
               What structure will I use?

               As explained in the section entitled “Selecting a Subject for Your Paper: The Subject of Your Affection” earlier in this chapter, the person who assigns the paper often specifies a particular structure. If you’re creative enough, you can make almost any topic fit into any structure. However, some topics slide more easily into the slot you’ve been stuck with. For example, if your English teacher wants a comparison-and-contrast paper, you may choose

               
                  Two authors living in two different time periods writing about the same situation (for example, Jane Austen and Virginia Woolf on meeting one’s marriage partner)

                  Two works by the same author written at different times in the author’s career (say, a poem by Langston Hughes from the 1920s and one from the 1960s)

                  Works from two different genres, such as poetry and prose, dealing with the same theme (views of male-female relationships in Gregory Corso’s poem “Marriage” and Virginia Woolf’s novel Mrs. Dalloway)

               

               See the appendix for a vast number (okay, maybe not a vast number, but a lot) of suggested topics suitable for all types of structures.

            

            
               Is there anything left to write?

               Someone once told me that an overeager researcher trying to find something new to say about Shakespeare actually X-rayed the roof of the Bard’s house in Stratford. I don’t know if the researcher found anything new (or even if the story is true). I do know that this type of activity falls under the heading “Desperate Behavior.” With all the topics in all the subjects in the world, why would you want to walk into one that’s pretty much used up?

               Calm down. I’m not saying that you can never write about Shakespeare (although as an English teacher I have to say that a ten-year moratorium on reinterpretation of the Bard has a certain appeal). I am saying that scholars have written more on some subjects than on others. If your Authority Figure stresses originality and clearly wants you to come up with something new, you may find it easier to tackle a writer whose possessions have not been CAT scanned.

               Here you walk a fine line. If you select something that is too obscure, you really have to hunt for information. If you choose something covered by whole libraries, you run the risk of repeating someone else’s research. The middle ground is probably safer, although if you wear a doublet and speak in iambic pentameter, you may as well settle in with old Will and be happy. Likewise, if you’re really into the newest, hippest writer, follow your heart. You may not find much information, but you’ll probably find enough to get you through.

            

         

         
            Moving from a Topic to a Thesis

            What are you trying to prove? In some situations those are fighting words, but I’m asking about your thesis, not picking a fight with you. A thesis is an idea that grows in your brain as you research your topic. You express it in the paper as a thesis statement, and then you prove it with the evidence in your paper. In this section, I draw a basic roadmap for moving from a topic to a thesis to a thesis statement. For a complete guide to that journey, see Chapter 11.

            
               Getting an idea

               The seed of the thesis may sprout fairly early in the process. A few nanoseconds into the topic, the Spanish explorers’ treatment of the Aztecs may inspire such thoughts as “unfair treatment of American Indians” and “murderous explorers.” Neither of these ideas is a fully developed thesis, but you’re on the road.

               The thesis may remain a complete mystery until quite late in the research process. After collecting tons of notes, you may still have no idea what you want to say about the topic. Don’t panic. Reread the notes and go for a walk. Let a few ideas percolate through your consciousness. Return to your desk and pull out a sheet of blank paper. Jot down some ideas in random order. Eventually something — or the faintest hint of something — will turn up.

            

            
               Developing the idea

               After you have a general idea of your thesis, you need to develop it. Think of the process of developing a photo (when you do it yourself, not when you send it to the local photo shop). The image emerges gradually. Your thesis takes shape gradually, too. As you continue your research, zero in on the aspect that you’ve identified as a possible thesis. Check to see whether you have enough information — or a good chance of finding more — about the ideas you’re considering. Each possible thesis should be an assertion that you can prove with supporting facts, quotations, and experts’ views. Don’t stop until you’ve got a couple of possibilities. 

            

            
               Creating the thesis statement

               After you’ve come up with some candidates for the starring role, take the final steps. Look through your notes, checking for information on each possible thesis. If you can’t make a case for one, scrap it. Now take whatever’s left and turn it into a statement — one sentence that proclaims an idea that your paper will prove. Choose the sentence that appeals to you the most. If they all appeal to you, blindfold yourself and stick a pin in the paper (taking care not to spear any body parts along the way). Now you have it: your thesis statement.

               

               
                  [image: Warning(bomb)]
               

               	Some thesis statements are too broad, and some are too narrow. Other pitfalls include thesis statements that are too vague or those that are too obvious. Chapter 11 tells you how to create an appropriate thesis statement.

               Science research papers have a hypothesis instead of a thesis. Chapter 12 explains how to create a hypothesis.

            

         

         
            Surveying the Territory: When Your Paper Doesn’t Need a Thesis

            Are you inhaling chalk dust while sitting on a rather small piece of furniture waiting for the lunch bell to ring? (In other words, are you in middle school or high school?) If so, you may not need to create a thesis for your research paper. Many teachers of teens assign “reports” or survey papers that rely on library research. The teacher expects you to (no shock here) survey the information available and write a general paper on what you’ve found.

            Assignments that fall into the “survey” category may look like this:

            
               	[image: bullet]	A report on Uruguay

               	[image: bullet]	A composition on the United Nations

               	[image: bullet]	A paper on Unidentified Flying Objects

            

            You don’t need a thesis in this type of paper; you need a topic sentence. A topic sentence tells the reader what to expect, what you’re writing about. It doesn’t always state a position, and the paper doesn’t always argue a case. You may simply present the material (“Just the facts, Ma’am,” as Sergeant Friday used to say on that television oldie-but-goodie Dragnet). Examples of this type of topic sentence include

            
               	[image: bullet]	One of the most fascinating countries in South America is Uruguay.

               	[image: bullet]	The United Nations, founded in 1945, is an association of sovereign states from all over the globe.

               	[image: bullet]	Unidentified Flying Objects or UFOs have been drawing attention ever since human beings first looked at the night sky.

            

            For more information on writing topic sentences, see Chapter 11.

            

            
               [image: Warning(bomb)]
            

            	Notice that the assignments I just listed are quite general. If you’ve struggled through this entire chapter, you know that the assignments name subjects, not topics, of papers. Don’t blindly assume that the teacher wants a general survey of information when he or she assigns a subject. The teacher may expect you to narrow the subjects into a topic and then create a thesis statement. So before you begin work, find out what the teacher expects. After all, you’re going to discover that information anyway when the teacher returns the graded report. The top of your paper will say one of the following:

            
               Marvelous survey of the land and people of Uruguay! Thoroughly researched and brilliantly written! A+++

            

            or

            
               All you did was present some general information about Unidentified Flying Objects. This report needs greater focus and a point of view. What do you believe about UFO’s? D–––

            

            Bottom line: Ask first. Then write.

            

            
               [image: BusinessAlert]
            

            	You don’t have to be in middle school to receive a survey assignment. Suppose your boss asks you for a report on the investment income of the company’s major competitors. You’ll do the research and present the information without taking a position on the results. Any judgment about the material will come from the boss, whose astronomical salary requires such deep thoughts.

         

      

      

   


End of sample
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(Book #8, p. 26)

3) 7he lact that Boblet breaks up and reunmites with Grima 15 1imes indlcales
4 1785y relanonsmp.
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V) Toothpasre is scented fo cover unpleasaniness, Boblét ties o cover Lp
unpIeasaniness i /s He.
A) Boblet holds a press conference fo - “spi " 1S reouialion.

7) Boblet says that the answer about the stariel s gopearance in ihe nuoe
finges on the meaning of 18”7

2) Boblet distribuies periumed iavors for préss: " each chair was an
envelgue. 1 ask the American public lo forgive me, it read A whiif of liac
1ose fo Grima 5 n1ose as she picked yp her envelgpe.  ” (p. 687)

B) Bobket altenas the exorcisim.

7) Boblet calls it “the ceremony.

2Z) Airbrushes the video o e head wiriing.

Vy) Tootpaste is associated with imporiant moments in Boblet she
A) He buys a new brand whenever he reurmies with Grima.

7) Quotation om novel:  “Mint? Whitener? Boblet picked yp one box after
another. Sur ély one would have e answey, sur - ély one would
change...eveyiting. (b 99

2) Boblet discardls each brand whenever hie bréaks yp with Grima.

g) He throws out the st lube when Grima weeps.

) Quotation from novel:  “The rolled plasiic sat on the bottom of the
wasrebasker, discaroed fike /s hapes for a berer fie. . 32

&) He changes branas afier the iaied reconcilation altempt.

q) Quotation fom crtc, L. Stanfo.  “Boblet s pathelic nalue exmis iiself
1701 Orominently wihen fé siarés sadly at the used tube of denial
0asle 11 1he rash can, taces of the proalict skl smeared on /s /s,
an mefective substivie for Gnima 5 #iss. " (Book #4, p. 76)

B) Boblket uses loolhpaste at imporiant momernts.

7) He is brushing /s feeth when he st glinpses Grima.

2) Quotation about footpaste during exorcism.:  “His head whinea 360 ° - his
leelh were /alling our, and he had brushed them so careliny that aay! i
.78

3 Just belore the press conterence fie brushes with mint-favored paste.

4) He ahps toothpaste on Grima & leler.

&) Quotation from Baer (crifc):  “Just as Froust fad tis Maaklemne, Peaworthy
1as /s tootpasre. ” (Book #8, p. 55)

W) Conclusion. Personalproduct symbolisim 1s mcreasingly important in
contemporary #clon.

»
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Clvisigpher Columbus - “thmiled fo find Indla " but

suprised - “so small and green. "
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Leonara Bermsten laks aboutl musical

Wes 1 S Siry .
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Letfeous $ Airciple: Discovery ana 4oplcaion oy S/ /2y vom Principles
of Science, edlied by Bunsen X Burner. Aubhisher: Bl Len Looks L1z,
Lonador, 2003, A quoleiions alamn 17on /e Jownals of Letleout

n 1722, Pulliz LeMeout praposed a lundamenial oniciple of waking, iow

Ariown as LeMeout s Prnciple. Leleout came o s great discovery wine

e local barber was selting His nose, broken for the tid time as a result of

an unfortunare collsion with a sidewalk. LeMeout realized that he “had
neveriallen Up in conseyquence ofa lijgpe  ” and thal notiahing yo - “rmight
e Important. ' LeMeour, a methodical man, immedaley fiead  “three or lour
Auitians and Layabouts with Nothing Belterfo Do 7 fo Inp on the sidewak as
1he meliculously ook noles. The great scientist aescribed the experiment in

His way:

They dld 1/ certainly Down lo the Ground, moaring instanty in Payne, and

rnone did iall Up. /pushed Each again fo cause a Greate Loss of Balance,
whereuypon fe dlid fall again Down.

LeMeout also noted in s journal that he pard for the selfing of
one nose, an Arme (lerf), arnd a small pointer nger , Two of these Brokeyn

Bones on one Ruiftan, he squealing ke a Flg i heat fom the Fayne, for
whieh 1 payed tree pournas plus the barber & fees for bone selyng.

Fage T4

Today, LeMeout s Prncjple /s recogmized as fundamenial o our
unakrsianding of the physical world. It may be siatea tus.

A boay tnjgping on a sidewalk 1als i a downward drection, unless an exienor
oree intervenes and changes e taeclory.

n gooping LeMeout s princpple, defne a  “boay ” as any fuman oy, in some
cases, amimal entily. 7he sidewak may e straghi curved, or mchined, the
genius of Leleout s Prnciple hies i is universaliy. Any - molion away fom e
quex of vertically constivies a downward dlrection, alhough excessive

movement forward may be consiaered a diggonal, st énding in LeMeout K
observation of coniact with saia sioewak. 7he exterior orce, ot obsérved in
LeMeout s original expéniment but rather in a iollow-up seres wiil unempoloyed
mikmaids, was generaly a suyqportive anm calehing e boay belfore coniact

with the sidewakk. 1n one case the mikmaid 5 rgecloy was changed by

collision wih a lalge oak lree. LeMeour observed that the tee & gyposing lorce
equalked the downward momenium infiialed by 1he inp, herce brnging
movement of any kina fo an end. (The mikmaid, fowevey; did susiaimn “a brokeyn

nose ” as surely as her colleqgues.)

fage 75
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ARong. 7gp Banang Onice Again? by Feprn Fegh

The fur is a litte grayer and the shoulders are a lad rounder —, but even /s thick brow rigges can - ¥ conceal
1he youthi/ enthusiasm that twinkles in /s giant brown eyes. At an age when marny actors retie fo the
golfcourse, Kong, the rabled actor who starred in Ag Aong , s atfempling a comeback.  “That's Karh-
Nng, ” he stafes forcefuly.  “The studlo changed my name when they gave me e part " Kah-Nng
reclaimed the orginal spelling about fieen years ago when he retumed o the island where he was born,
1n an effort, he says,  “fo rediscover fis roofs.

Speaking rom the lot of Mega Studlos, row planming a remake of the classic i, Kah-Nng quickly scaled

a fght fixture to show that he stil has whal It fakes for the rofe that fist maadk /iim a star . However; Aah-
Ning adimits that revising the role of Kong, It he gets the pari, wiil be fough. The original role required Aah-

Nng lo fght aiplanes, adestroy subway cars, ana chinb the Empire State Buiding. He coulan tobject he
says, because the studio would have fired him, even though he needed three qperations on /s knee

because of the final scene, in which he /el rom the skyscraver . “Some of the stunts in the remake wil be
aone by a double, ” he says. “That's fow they ao it mow . But ! 1 do some of them, no problem. /| m stronger
than ever. /17 welghis, /jog, and/keep the fur - 1 good shape. /know ! ve st gotit "

HRelecting on the onginal Kah-Nng explams, “/ had reservations about the role. / knew night away it was a
career maker , but/ also knew that the public would hate me. You get fypecasi, you know?/mean, they see
s grant primate and they tink  Tmonster. ' He pauses for a moment and then does two quick,
astonishingly accurate impersonations of Adam Sandler and Robin Witlams. Grinming i iiumol, /e says,
"See? [ could have played a clown, a Soy , a lovey, a cher: . .ol casiing di - eclors never gave me a charnce.
He continues, “/aimostdihr tlake the part when it was offered. But the money was oo good 1o pass uo.

”

And the working condlions were great. The studlo built that wihole sei you know — though we did go on
location for the Empire Stale Buildling scene. And everyiting was 1ist class — e food, the valers. . .of
course, /dlah ¥ need castumes, but the haiaressers took good care of my coal " He adbs, “/ loved my co-

stars. They were pros  — all on long-fenm contiacts, and they got a bonus for aching in King Kong. Mot that
1t was about e money. They — were by commited to e ari as was /. / had a wondernil time on the
set”

Rah-Nng began acting at an early age. His father & banana gatherer , gooosed /s son s career choice. But
1108 molher Was Star SHUCK. Sihe was an extra in three of the Tarzan movies, and in wo of them she cared

fer son onlo 1he set Kah-Myg & fist audlitons, for small roles in - Hamer and Miacke on 77igy-Fouts
Sweer, were discouagng. " TS one guy controled all the parts. He told me that | was good but that my
plhysical e would be a problem. / never even got fo meet the direclor -, Kalh-Mig says. But Kah-Mig
never lost s beler that e was adestined for siardom. He was waiting lables when someone showed fim

1he scrpt for what was then itled  Giérn' Gorillé . He limimediately sirodk over fo 1 studlo, and e rest /s
fistory.

Accordling to Kah-Nng, the remake présents a more complex character . "The new Kong has a solfer side
100. He 5 done some theraoy, e s in louch with /s 1eelings, ana e really agomizes about thal subway car

e wrecks! " Asked about Kah-Mig s charnces, studlio offfcials would say ony that many aclors are
compeling for e part
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Science i Ancient Equor.

New York: W alts, 1958

LDiscusses the achievements of ancient

Layptian sclence.
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