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Writing a Research Paper

A writer is a person for whom writing is  more difficult than it is for other people.

—thomas mann

Oh no! You have been assigned a research paper, and every time you even think about starting it, your spirits sink and your blood pressure rises. You really liked the story by Ernest Hemingway, but when you entered his name in the college library catalogue it listed 135 books about him. Time to switch authors, you decide. How about Emily Dickinson? She was fun to talk about in class, but when you Google her name, the computer states that there are over 8.4 million entries. Yikes! What should you do? The paper is due in two weeks, not twenty years. Why would an  otherwise very nice instructor put you through this mental trauma?

Why is it worthwhile to write a research paper? (Apart from the fact that you want a passing grade in the class, that is.) While you can learn much by exploring your own responses to a literary work, there is no substitute for entering into a conversation with others who have studied and thought about your topic. Literary criticism is that conversation. Your reading will expose you to the ideas of others who can shed light on a story, poem, or play. It will introduce you to the wide range of informed opinions that exist about literature, as about almost any subject. Sometimes, too, your research will uncover information about an author’s life that leads you to new insights into a literary work. Undertaking a research paper gives you a chance to test your ideas against those of others, and in doing so to clarify your own opinions.

Getting Started

The most daunting aspect of the research paper may well be the mountains of information available on almost any literary subject. It can be hard to know where to begin. Sifting through books and articles is part of the research process. Unfortunately, the first material uncovered in the library or on the Internet is rarely the evidence you need to develop or support your thesis. Keep looking until you uncover helpful sources.

Another common pitfall in the process is the creeping feeling that your idea has already been examined a dozen times over. But take heart: like Odysseus, tie yourself to the mast so that when you hear the siren voices of published professors, you can listen without abandoning your own point of view. Your idea may have been treated, but not yet by you. Your particular take on a topic is bound to be different from someone else’s. After all, thousands of books have been written on Shakespeare’s plays, but even so there are still new things to say.

Choosing a Topic


¦
Find a topic that interests you. A crucial first step in writing a research paper is coming up with a topic that interests you. Start with a topic that bores you, and the process will be a chore, and will yield dull results. But if you come up with an intriguing research question, seeking the answer will be a more engaging process. The paper that results inevitably will be stronger and more interesting.


¦
Find a way to get started. Browsing through books of literary criticism in the library, or glancing at online journal articles can help to spark an idea or two. Prewriting techniques such as brainstorming, freewriting, listing, and clustering can also help you to generate ideas on a specific work of literature. If you take notes and jot down ideas as they occur to you, when you start the formal writing process, you will discover you have already begun. For a closer discussion of prewriting, see page 2054.


¦
Keep your purpose and audience in mind. Refer often to the assignment, and approach your essay accordingly. Think of your audience as well. Is it your professor, your classmates, or some other hypothetical reader? As you plan your essay, keep your audience’s expectations and needs in mind.


¦
Develop a general thesis that you hope to support with research, and look for material that will help you demonstrate its plausibility. Remember: the ideal research paper is based on your own observations and interpretations of a literary text.

Finding Research Sources

Finding Print Resources

Writing a research paper on literature calls for two kinds of sources: primary sources, or the literary works that are your subject, and secondary sources, or the books, articles, and Web resources that discuss your primary sources. When you are hunting down secondary sources, the best place to begin is your campus library. Plan to spend some time thumbing through scholarly books and journals, looking for passages that you find particularly interesting or that pertain to your topic. Begin your search with the online catalog to get a sense of where you might find the books and journals you need.

To choose from the many books available on your library’s shelves and through interlibrary loan, you might turn to book reviews for a sense of which volumes would best suit your purpose. Book Review Digest contains the full texts of many book reviews, and excerpts of others. The Digest may be found in printed form in the reference section of your campus library, which may also provide access to the online  version. Whether you are using the online or print version, you will need the author’s name, title, and date of first publication of any book for which you hope to find a review.

Scholarly journals are another excellent resource for articles on your topic.  Indexes to magazines and journals may be found in your library’s reference section. You may also find an index to print periodicals on your library’s Web site.

Using Online Databases

Most college libraries subscribe to specialized online or CD-ROM database services covering all academic subjects—treasure troves of reliable sources. If you find yourself unsure how to use your library’s database system, ask the reference librarian to help you get started. The following databases are particularly useful for literary research:


¦
The MLA International Bibliography, the Modern Language Association’s database, is an excellent way to search for books and full-text articles on literary topics.


¦
JSTOR, a not-for-profit organization, indexes articles or abstracts from an archive of journals on language, literature, and African American studies.


¦
Literature Resource Center (Thomson Gale) provides biographies, bibliographies, and critical analyses of more than 120,000 authors and their work. This information is culled from journal articles and reference works.


¦
Project MUSE, a collaboration between publishers and libraries, offers access to more than 300 journals in the humanities, arts, and social sciences.


¦
Academic Search Premier (EBSCO), a multisubject resource, covers literature and the humanities, as well as the social sciences, medical sciences, linguistics, and other fields.

Your library may provide access to some or all of these databases, or it may offer other useful ones. Many college library home pages provide students with access to subscription databases, which means that if you really can’t bear to leave your comfy desk at home, you can still pay a virtual visit.

Finding Reliable Web Sources

While online databases are a handy and reliable source for high-quality information, you may find yourself looking to supplement journal articles with information and quotations from that new standby, the Internet. If so, proceed with care. While the journal articles in online databases have been reviewed for quality by specialists and librarians, Web sites may be written and published by anybody for any purpose, with no oversight. Even the online reference site Wikipedia, for example, is an amalgamation of voluntary contributors, and is rife with small factual errors and contributor  biases. Carefully analyze the materials you gather online or you may find yourself  tangled in the spidery threads of a dubious Web site. To garner the best sources possible, take these steps:


¦
Learn to use Internet search engines effectively. If you enter general terms such as the author’s name and story title into an Internet search engine, you may well find yourself bombarded with thousands of hits. Some search engines (Yahoo! for example) arrange subject directories in a useful hierarchy, from  general topic areas to more specific ones, (from humanities, to literature, to literary criticism, for example). This structure is sometimes—though not always—helpful. For a more efficient approach to navigating the Internet, try using an “advanced” search option, entering keywords to get results that contain those words (LITERARY CRITICISM A DOLL’S HOUSE or SYMBOLISM THE LOTTERY).


¦
Begin your search at a reliable Web site. Helpful as an advanced search may be, it won’t separate valuable sources from useless ones. To weed out sloppy and inaccurate sites, begin your search with one of the following excellent guides through cyberspace:

•
Library of Congress. Fortunately, you don’t have to trek to Washington to visit this venerable institution’s annotated collection of Web sites in the Humanities and Social Sciences Division. For your purpose—writing a literary research paper—access the Subject Index <http://www.loc.gov/rr/main/alcove9>, click on “Literatures in English” and then on “Literary Criticism.” This will take you to a list of metapages and Web sites with collections of reliable critical and biographical materials on authors and their works. (A metapage provides links to other Web sites.)

•
Internet Public Library. Created and maintained by the University of Michigan School of Information and Library Studies, this site <http://www.ipl.org> lets you search for literary criticism by author, work, country of origin, or literary period.

•
Library Spot. Visit <http://www.libraryspot.com> for a portal to over 5,000 libraries around the world, and to periodicals, online texts, reference works, and links to metapages and Web sites on any topic including literary criticism. This carefully maintained site is published by Start Spot Mediaworks, Inc., in the Northwestern University/Evanston Research Park in Evanston, Illinois.

•
Voice of the Shuttle. Research links in over 25 categories in the humanities and social sciences, including online texts, libraries, academic Web sites, and metapages may be found at this site. Located at <http://vos.ucsb.edu> it was developed and is maintained by Dr. Alan Liu in the English Department of the University of California.

Checklist

Finding Sources


¸
Begin at your campus library. Ask the reference librarian for advice.


¸
Check the library catalog for books and journals on your topic.


¸
Look into the online databases subscribed to by your library.


¸
Locate reputable Web sites by starting at a reputable Web site designed for that purpose.

Using Visual Images

The Web is an excellent source of visual images. If a picture, chart, or graph will enhance your argument, you may find the perfect one via an image search on Google, Ditto, or other search engines. The Library of Congress offers a wealth of images documenting American political, social, and cultural history—including portraits, letters, and original manuscripts—at <http://memory.loc.gov>. Remember, though, that not all images are available for use by the general public. Check for a copyright notice to see if its originator allows that image to be reproduced. If so, you may include the photograph, provided you credit your source as you would if you were quoting text.

One note on images: use them carefully. Choose visuals that provide supporting evidence for the point you are trying to make or enhance your reader’s understanding of the work. Label your images with captions. Your goal should be to make your argument more convincing. In the example below, a reproduction of Brueghel’s painting helps to advance the author’s argument and gain insight into Auden’s poem.

W. H. Auden’s poem “Musée des Beaux Arts” refers to a specific painting to prove its point that the most honest depictions of death take into account the way life simply goes on even after the most tragic of events. In line 14, Auden turns specifically to Pieter Brueghel the Elder’s masterwork The Fall of Icarus (see Fig. 1), pointing to the painting’s understated depiction of tragedy. In this painting, the death of Icarus does not take place on center stage. A plowman and his horse take up the painting’s foreground, while the leg of Icarus falling into the sea takes up a tiny portion of the painting’s lower right corner. A viewer who fails to take the painting’s title into account might not even notice Icarus at all.

Checklist

Using Visual Images


¸
Use images as evidence to support your argument.


¸
Use images to enhance communication and understanding.


¸
Refer to the images in your text.


¸
Label image as “Fig. 1” and provide title or caption.


¸
Check copyrights.


¸
Include source in works cited list.

Evaluating Sources

Evaluating Print Resources

It’s an old saying, but a useful one: don’t believe everything you read. The fact that a book or article is printed and published doesn’t necessarily mean it is accurate or  unbiased. Be discriminating about printed resources.

Begin your search in a place that has taken some of the work out of quality control—your school library. Books and articles you find there are regarded by librarians as having some obvious merit. If your search takes you beyond the library, though, you will need to be discerning when choosing print resources. As you weigh the value of printed matter, take the following into account:


¦
Look closely at information provided about the author. Is he or she known for expertise in the field? What are the author’s academic or association credentials? Is there any reason to believe that the author is biased in any way? For example, a biography about an author written by that author’s child might not be as unbiased as one written by a scholar with no personal  connections.


¦
Determine the publisher’s reliability. Books or articles published by an advocacy group might be expected to take a particular—possibly biased—slant on an issue. Be aware also that some books are published by vanity presses, companies that are paid by an author to publish his or her books. As a result, vanity press-published books generally aren’t subject to the same rigorous quality  control as those put out by more reputable publishing houses.


¦
Always check for a publication date. If a document lists an edition number, check to see whether you are using the latest edition of the material. 


¦
For periodicals, decide whether a publication is an academic journal or a popular magazine. What type of reputation does it have? Obviously, you do not want to use a magazine that periodically reports on Elvis sightings and alien births. And even articles on writers in magazines such as Time and People are likely to be too brief and superficial for purposes of serious research. Instead, choose scholarly journals designed to enhance the study of literature.

Evaluating Web Resources

As handy and informative as the Internet is, it sometimes serves up some pretty iffy information. A Web site, after all, can be created by anyone with a computer and  access to the Internet—no matter how poorly qualified that person might be. Be discerning when it comes to the Internet. Here are some tips on choosing your sources wisely:


¦
Check a site’s authorship or sponsorship. Is the site’s creator or sponsor known to you or reputable by association? Look closely at information provided about the author. Is he or she known for expertise in the field? What are the author’s academic or association credentials? Is the Web entry unsigned and anonymous? If the Web site is sponsored by an organization, is it a reputable one? While government or university-sponsored sites may be considered reliable, think carefully about possible biases in sites sponsored by advocacy or special interest groups.

A word of warning: individual student pages posted on university sites have not necessarily been reviewed by that university and are not reliable sources of information. Also, postings on the popular encyclopedia Web site Wikipedia are not subject to a scholarly review process and recently have been noted to contain a number of inaccuracies. It’s safer to use a published  encyclopedia.


¦
Look at the site’s date of publication. When was it last updated? In some cases you may want to base your essay on the most current information or theories, so you will want to steer toward the most recently published material.


¦
Is this an online version of a print publication? If so, what type of reputation does it have?


¦
Make your own assessment of the site. Does the content seem consistent with demonstrated scholarship? Does it appear balanced in its point of view?


¦
Consult experts. Cornell University has two good documents with guidance for analyzing sources posted at <http://www.library.cornell.edu/services/guides. html>. The titles are “Critically Analyzing Information Sources” and “Distinguishing Scholarly from Non-Scholarly Periodicals.” The UCLA College Library also provides useful information: “Thinking Critically About World Wide Web Resources” (<http://www.library.ucla.edu/libraries/college/help/critical/ index.htm>) and “Thinking Critically About Discipline-Based World Wide Web Resources” (<http://www.library.ucla.edu/libraries/college/help/critical/discipline. htm>).

Checklist

Evaluating Sources

Print


¸
Who wrote it? What are the author’s credentials?


¸
Is he or she an expert in the field?


¸
Does he or she appear to be unbiased toward the subject matter?


¸
Is the publisher reputable? Is it an advocacy group or a vanity press?


¸
When was it published? Do later editions exist? If so, would a later edition be more useful?

Web


¸
Who wrote it? What are the author’s credentials?


¸
Is he or she an expert in the field?


¸
Who sponsors the Web site? Is the sponsor reputable?


¸
When was the Web site published? When was it last updated?


¸
Is the Web site an online journal or magazine? Is it scholarly or popular?


¸
Does content seem consistent with demonstrated scholarship?


¸
Can you detect obvious bias?

Organizing Your Research


¦
Get your thoughts down on notecards or the equivalent on your laptop.  Once you have amassed your secondary sources, it will be time to begin reading in earnest. As you do so, be sure to take notes on any passages that pertain to your topic. A convenient way to organize your many thoughts is to write them down on index cards, which are easy to shuffle and rearrange. You’ll need 3- × 5-inch cards for brief notes and titles and 5- × 8-inch cards for more in-depth notes. Confine your jottings to one side of the card; notes on the back can easily be overlooked. Write a single fact or opinion on each card. This will make it easier for you to shuffle the deck and reenvision the order in which you deliver information to your reader.


¦
Keep careful track of the sources of quotations and paraphrases. As you take notes, make it crystal clear which thoughts and phrases are yours and which derive from others. (Remember, quotation means using the exact words of your source and placing the entire quote in quotations marks and citing the author. Paraphrase means expressing the ideas of your source in your own words, again citing the author.) Bear in mind the cautionary tale of well-known historian Doris Kearns Goodwin. She was charged with plagiarizing sections of two of her famous books when her words were found to be jarringly similar to those published in other books. Because she had not clearly indicated on her notecards which ideas and passages were hers and which came from other sources, Goodwin was forced to admit to plagiarism. Her enormous reputation suffered from these charges, but you can learn from her mistakes and save your own reputation—and your grades.


¦
Keep track of the sources of ideas and concepts. When an idea is inspired by or directly taken from someone else’s writing, be sure to jot down the source on that same card or your computer file. Your deck of cards or computer list will function as a working bibliography, which later will help you put together a works cited list. To save yourself work, keep a separate list of the sources you’re using. Then, as you make the note, you need write only the material’s author or title and page reference on the card in order to identify your source. It’s also helpful to classify the note in a way that will help you to organize your material, making it easy, for example, to separate cards that deal with a story’s theme from cards that deal with point of view or symbolism.


¦
Make notes of your own thoughts and reactions to your research. When a critical article sparks your own original idea, be sure to capture that thought in your notes and mark it as your own. As you plan your paper, these notes may form the outline for your arguments.

Some useful note cards taken on the critical essay on page 2194 about Joyce Carol Oates’s short story “Where Are You Going, Where Have You Been?”  might look something like this:

Direct quotation from critic  THEME

Schulz and Rockwood, p. 2194

“There is a terrible irony here, for although the story is full of fairy tales, Connie, its protagonist, is not. Connie represents an entire generation of young people who have grown up--or tried to--without the help of those bedtime stories which not only entertain the child, but also enable him vicariously to experience and work through problems which he will encounter in adolescence.”

Paraphrase of critic  THEME

Schulz and Rockwood, p. 2194

Ironic that while story steeped in fairy tales, Connie is not. Connie stands for her whole generation that grew up without fairy tales.

Missed benefits of fairy tales for child: working through life’s problems.

Critic’s idea  THEME

Schulz and Rockwood, p. 2194

Many fairy tales underlie “Where Are You Going ?” e.g.

Snow White

Cinderella

Sleeping Beauty

Little Red Riding Hood

Your own idea  THEME or CHARACTER?

My Idea

Is Arnold the big bad wolf?

Can I find clues in story?


¦
Make photocopies or printouts to simplify the process and ensure accuracy. Scholars once had to spend long hours copying out prose passages by hand. Luckily, for a small investment you can simply photocopy your sources to ensure accuracy in quoting and citing your sources. In fact, some instructors will require you to hand in photocopies of your original sources with the final paper, along with printouts of articles downloaded from an Internet database. Even if this is not the case, photocopying your sources and holding onto your printouts can help you to reproduce quotations accurately in your essay—and accuracy is crucial.

Refining Your Thesis

As you read secondary sources and take notes, you should begin to refine your essay’s thesis. This, in turn, will help you to winnow your stacks of source material down to the secondary sources that will best help you to make your point. Even your revised thesis doesn’t have to be etched in stone. It should simply give you a sense of direction as you start to plan your essay.


¦
Be willing to fine-tune your thesis or even rework it completely. Your research may reveal that you have misinterpreted an idea, or that others have already argued your thesis. Of course, it is annoying to find that you may be wrong about something, or that someone else has taken off with what you thought was your original argument, but don’t let these discoveries put you off. If you run across arguments similar to your own, use them to refine your thoughts. (These sources also may well be useful to bolster your own thesis.)


¦
Let your initial idea be the jumping-off point to other, better ideas. Say, for example, that you plan to write about the peculiar physical description of Arnold Friend in Joyce Carol Oates’s story “Where Are You Going, Where Have You Been?” You may have noticed he has trouble standing in his shoes, and you want to explore that odd detail. If you research this character, you may find Arnold Friend likened to the devil (whose cloven hooves might give him similar problems with standard-issue cowboy boots), or to the wolf in “Little Red Riding Hood” (also a character who would have a hard time pulling off human clothes). At that point, you may think, “Okay, my idea is shot. Everyone has written about this aspect of the Oates character.” Well, just use your new knowledge to sharpen your focus. Can you think of other stories that deal with potentially supernatural, possibly even evil, characters? What about Nathaniel Hawthorne’s “Young Goodman Brown”? Or Flannery O’Connor’s “A Good Man Is Hard to Find”? How might you compare Arnold Friend with Hawthorne’s devil or O’Connor’s Misfit?

Organizing Your Paper

With your thesis in mind and your notes spread before you, draw up an outline—a rough map of how best to argue your thesis and present your material. Determine what main points you need to make, and look for quotations that support those points. Even if you generally prefer to navigate the paper-writing process without a map, you will find that an outline makes the research-paper writing process considerably smoother. When organizing information from many different sources, it pays to plan ahead.

Writing and Revising

As with any other kind of essay, a research paper rarely, if ever, reaches its full potential in a single draft. Leave yourself time to rewrite. The knowledge that your first draft isn’t your final one can free you up to take chances and to jot down your ideas as quickly as they occur to you. If your phrasing is less than elegant, it hardly matters in a first draft; the main point is to work out your ideas on paper. Rough out the paper, working as quickly as you can. Later you can rearrange paragraphs and smooth out any rough patches.

Once you’ve got the first draft down, it’s an excellent idea to run it by a friend, a writing center tutor, or even your instructor. A writer can’t know how clear or persuasive his or her argument is without a trusted reader to give feedback.

When you finally do revise, be open to making both large and small changes. Sometimes revising means adding in needed paragraphs, or even refining the thesis a bit further. Be willing to start from scratch if you need to, but even as you take the whole picture into account, remember that details are important too. Before you hand in that final draft, be sure to proofread for small errors that could detract from the finished product.

For more detailed advice on the writing process, see “Writing About Literature” on page 2051.

Guarding Academic Integrity

Papers for Sale Are Papers that “F”ail

Do not be seduced by the apparent ease of cheating by computer. Your Internet searches may turn up several sites that offer term papers to download (just as you can find pornography, political propaganda, and questionable get-rich-quick schemes!). Most of these sites charge money for what they offer, but a few do not, happy to strike a blow against the “oppressive” insistence of English teachers that students learn to think and write.

Plagiarized term papers are an old game: the fraternity file and the “research  assistance” service have been around far longer than the computer. It may seem easy enough to download a paper, put your name at the head of it, and turn it in for an easy grade. As any writing instructor can tell you, though, such papers usually stick out like a sore thumb. The style will be wrong, the work will not be consistent with other work by the same student in any number of ways, and the teacher will sometimes even have seen the same phony paper before. The ease with which electronic texts are reproduced makes this last possibility increasingly likely.

The odds of being caught and facing the unpleasant consequences are reasonably high. It is far better to take the grade you have earned for your own effort, no matter how mediocre, than to try to pass off someone else’s work as your own. Even if, somehow, your instructor does not recognize your submission as a plagiarized paper, you have diminished your character through dishonesty and lost an opportunity to learn something on your own.

A Warning Against Internet Plagiarism

Plagiarism detection services are a professor’s newest ally in the battle against academic dishonesty. Questionable research papers can be sent to these services (such as Turnitin.com and EVE2), which perform complex searches of the Internet and of a growing database of purchased term papers. The research paper will be returned to the professor with plagiarized sections annotated and the sources documented. The end result may be a failing grade on the essay, possibly a failing grade for the course, and, depending on the policies of your university, the very real possibility of expulsion.

Acknowledging Sources

The brand of straight-out dishonesty described above is one type of plagiarism. There is, however, another, subtler kind: when students incorporate somebody else’s words or ideas into their papers without giving proper credit. To avoid this second—sometimes quite accidental—variety of plagiarism, familiarize yourself with the conventions for acknowledging sources. First and foremost, remember to give credit to any writer who supplies you with ideas, information, or specific words and phrases.

Quoting a Source


¦
Acknowledge your source when you quote a writer’s words or phrases. When you use someone else’s words or phrases, you should reproduce his or her exact words in quotation marks, and be sure to properly credit the source.

Already, Frost has hinted that Nature may be, as Radcliffe Squires suggests, “Nothing but an ash-white plain without love or faith or hope, where ignorant appetites cross by chance” (87).


¦
If you quote more than four lines, set your quotation off from the body of the paper. Start a new line; indent one inch (or ten spaces), and type the quotation, double-spaced. (You do not need to use quotation marks, as the  format already tells the reader the passage is a quotation.)

Samuel Maio made an astute observation about the nature of Weldon Kees’s distinctive tone:

Kees has therefore combined a personal subject matter with an impersonal voice--that is, one that is consistent in its tone evenly recording the speaker’s thoughts without showing any emotional intensity which might lie behind those thoughts. (136)

Citing Ideas


¦
Acknowledge your source when you mention a critic’s ideas. Even if you are not quoting exact words or phrases, be sure to acknowledge the source of any original ideas or concepts you have used.

Another explanation is suggested by Daniel Hoffman, a critic who has discussed the story: the killer hears the sound of his own heart (227).


¦
Acknowledge your source when you paraphrase a writer’s words. To paraphrase a critic, you should do more than just rearrange his or her words: you should translate them into your own original sentences—again, always being sure to credit the original source. As an example, suppose you wish to refer to an insight of Randall Jarrell, who commented as follows on the images of spider, flower, and moth in Robert Frost’s poem “Design”:

randall jarrell’s original text
Notice how the heal-all, because of its name, is the one flower in all the world picked to be the altar for this Devil’s Mass; notice how holding up the moth brings something ritual and hieratic, a ghostly, ghastly  formality, to this priest and its sacrificial victim.11
It would be too close to the original to write, without quotation marks, these sentences:

plagiaristic rewording
Frost picks the heal-all as the one flower in all the world to be the altar for this Devil’s Mass. There is a ghostly, ghastly formality to the spider holding up the moth, like a priest holding a sacrificial victim.

This rewording, although not exactly in Jarrell’s language, manages to steal his memorable phrases without giving him credit. Nor is it sufficient just to include Jarrell’s essay in the works cited list at the end of your paper. If you do, you are still a crook; you merely point to the scene of the crime. Instead, think through Jarrell’s words to the point he is making, so that it can be restated in your own original way. If you want to keep any of his striking phrases (and why not?), put them exactly as he wrote them in quotations marks:

appropriate paraphrase, acknowledges source
As Randall Jarrell points out, Frost portrays the spider as a kind of priest in a Mass, or Black Mass, elevating the moth like an object for sacrifice, with “a ghostly, ghastly formality” (42).

Note also that this improved passage gives Jarrell the credit not just for his words but for his insight into the poem. Both the idea and the words in which it was originally expressed are the properties of their originator. Finally, notice the page reference that follows the quotation (this system of documenting your sources is detailed in the next section).

Documenting Sources Using MLA Style

You must document everything you take from another source. When you quote from other writers, when you borrow their information, when you summarize or paraphrase their ideas, make sure you give them proper credit. Identify the writer by name and cite the book, magazine, newspaper, pamphlet, Web site, or other source you have used.

The conventions that govern the proper way to document sources are available in the MLA Handbook for Writers of Research Papers, 6th ed. (New York: Mod. Lang. Assn., 2003). (Because these conventions grow and change, be sure to use either the most recent edition, or a writer’s handbook that reflects the sixth edition of the MLA Handbook.) The following brief list of pointers is not meant to take the place of the MLA Handbook itself, but to give you a quick sense of the rules for  documentation.

List of Sources

Keep a working list of your research sources—all the references from which you might quote, summarize, paraphrase, or take information. When your paper is in finished form, it will end with a neat copy of the works you actually used (once called a “Bibliography,” now entitled “Works Cited”).

Parenthetical References

In the body of your paper, every time you refer to a source, you only need to provide information to help a reader locate it in your works cited list. You can usually give just the author’s name and a page citation in parentheses. For example, if you are  writing a paper on Weldon Kees’s sonnet “For My Daughter” and want to include an observation you found on page 136 of Samuel Maio’s book Creating Another Self, write:

One critic has observed that the distinctive tone of “For My Daughter” depends on Kees’s combination of personal subject matter with an impersonal voice (Maio 136).

If you mention the author’s name in your sentence, you need give only the page number in your reference:

As Samuel Maio has observed, Kees creates a distinctive tone in this sonnet by combining a personal subject with an impersonal voice (136).

If you have two books or magazine articles by Samuel Maio in your works cited list, how will the reader tell them apart? In your text, refer to the title of each book or article by condensing it into a word or two. Condensed book titles also are underlined or italicized, and condensed article titles are still placed within quotation marks.

One critic has observed that the distinctive tone of “For My Daughter” depends on Kees’s combination of personal subject matter with an impersonal voice (Maio, Creating 136).

Works Cited List

Provide a full citation for each source on your works cited page.  At the end of your paper, in your list of works cited, your reader will find a full description of your source—in the above examples, a critical book:

Maio, Samuel. Creating Another Self: Voices in Modern American Personal Poetry. 2nd ed. Kirksville, MO: Thomas Jefferson UP, 2005.

Put your works cited list in proper form.  The MLA Handbook provides detailed instructions for citing a myriad of different types of sources, from books to online databases. Here is a partial checklist of the Handbook’s recommendations for presenting your works cited list.


1.
Start a new page for the works cited list, and continue the page numbering from the body of your paper.


2.
Center the title, “Works Cited,” one inch from the top of the page.


3.
Double-space between all lines (including after title and between entries).


4.
Type each entry beginning at the left-hand margin. If an entry runs longer than a single line, indent the following lines one-half inch (or five full spaces) from the left-hand margin.


5.
Alphabetize each entry according to the author’s last name.


6.
Include three sections in each entry: author, title, publication or access information. (You will, however, give slightly different information for a book, journal article, online source, or other reference.)

Citing Print Sources in MLA Style

For a book citation 

a.
Author’s full name as it appears on the title page, last name first,  followed by a period.

b.
Book’s full title (and subtitle, if it has one, separated by a colon)  followed by a period. Remember to underline or italicize the title.

c.
Publication information: city of publication followed by a colon, the name of the publisher followed by a comma, and the year of publication followed by a period.

(1) Make your citation of the city of publication brief, but clear. If the title page lists more than one city, cite only the first. For U.S. cities, you need not provide the state unless the name of the city alone may be confusing or is unfamiliar. For cities outside the United States, add a country abbreviation if the city is unfamiliar. For Canadian cities, use the province abbreviation. (Examples: Rome, GA; Leeds, Eng.; Victoria, BC)

(2) Shorten the publisher’s name. Eliminate articles (A, An, The), business abbreviations (Co., Corp., Inc., Ltd.), and descriptive words (Books, House, Press, Publishers). The exception is a university press, for which you should use the letters U (for University) and P (for Press). Use only the first listed surname of the publisher. 

Publisher’s Name
Proper Citation

Harvard University Press
Harvard UP

University of Chicago Press
U of Chicago P

Farrar, Straus and Giroux, Inc.
Farrar

Alfred A. Knopf, Inc.
Knopf

The final citation for a book should read:

Author’s last name, First name. Book Title. Publication city: Publisher, Year.

For a journal article citation 

a.
Author’s name, last name first, followed by a period.

b.
Title of the article, followed by a period, all within quotation marks.

c.
Publication information: journal title (underlined or italicized); volume number; year of publication in parentheses, followed by a colon; the inclusive page numbers of the entire article, followed by a period.

The final citation for a journal article should read:

Author’s last name, First name. “Article Title.” Journal Volume (Year): Pages.

If the journal starts the pagination of each issue from page one (in contrast to continuous numbering from the previous issue), then you must give both the volume and issue number, with a period between the two. For example, if the article you cite  appears in volume 5, issue 2, of such a journal, cite it as 5.2.

Author’s last name, First name. “Article Title.” Journal Volume.Issue (Year): Pages.

Citing Internet Sources in MLA Style

Like print sources, Internet sources should be documented with care. Keep in mind, though, that documentation of Internet sources is a bit more complex. Before you begin your Internet search, be aware of the types of information you will want for your works cited list. You can then record the information as you go. Keep track of the  following information:


¦
Author’s name


¦
Title of document


¦
Full information about publication in print form


¦
Title of scholarly project, database, periodical, or professional or personal site


¦
Editor’s name of project or database


¦
Date of electronic publication or last update


¦
Institution or organization sponsoring the Web site


¦
Date you accessed the source


¦
Web site address or URL

Although many Web sites provide much of this information at the beginning or ending of an article or at the bottom of the home page, you will find that it is not always available.

For an Internet citation 

a.
Author’s name, last name first, followed by a period.

b.
Title of document, followed by a period, all within quotation marks.

c.
Print publication information, if available: title of periodical or book underlined or italicized, volume number and date of publication followed by a period (if page numbers are given, insert a colon followed by the page numbers).

d.
Electronic publication information: title of the Web site, underlined or italicized, followed by a period; editor’s name or version number if provided, followed by a period; date of electronic publication or latest update, followed by a period; name of any organization or institution sponsoring the site, followed by a period.

e.
Access information: date that you viewed the document online, followed by the URL (uniform resource locator) enclosed in angle brackets.

(1) If the URL is very long and complicated, give the URL for the site’s search page. If no specific URL was assigned to the document, give the URL for the site’s home page.

(2) If you accessed a document that does not show a specific URL through a series of links from a Web site’s home page, insert the word Path followed by a colon after the angle bracket enclosing the URL, and give the title of each link, separating each with a semicolon.

In many cases, not all this information is available for an Internet source. However, when available, the final citation for a document obtained on the Web should read:

Author’s Last Name, First Name. “Document Title.” Print Periodical Title Volume (Date of Print Publication): Page Numbers. Title of Internet Site. Site Editor. Date of Electronic

Publication. Web Site Sponsor. Your Access Date <URL>.

Sample Works Cited List

For a paper on Weldon Kees’s “For My Daughter,” a student’s works cited list might look as follows:

Works Cited

Grosholz, Emily. “The Poetry of Memory.” Weldon Kees: A Critical Introduction. Ed. Jim Elledge. Metuchen, NJ: Scarecrow, 1985. 46-47.

Howard, Ben. “Four Voices.” Weldon Kees: A Critical Introduction. Ed. Jim Elledge. Metuchen, NJ: Scarecrow, 1985. 177-79.

Kees, Weldon. The Collected Poems of Weldon Kees. Ed. Donald Justice. Lincoln: U of Nebraska P, 1975.

Lane, Anthony. “The Disappearing Poet: What Ever Happened to Weldon Kees?” New Yorker 4 July 2005. 22 Aug. 2006 <http://www.newyorker.com/ critics/atlarge/articles/050704crat_atlarge>.

Maio, Samuel. Creating Another Self: Voice in Modern American Personal Poetry. 2nd ed. Kirksville, MO: Thomas Jefferson UP, 2005.

Nelson, Raymond. “The Fitful Life of Weldon Kees.” American Literary History 1 (1989): 816-52.

Reidel, James. Vanished Act: The Life and Art of Weldon Kees. Lincoln: U of Nebraska P, 2003.

Ross, William T. Weldon Kees. Twayne’s US Authors Ser. 484. Boston: Twayne, 1985.

Weldon Kees. Ed. James Reidel. 2003. Nebraska Center for Writers, Creighton University. 26 Aug. 2006 <http://mockingbird.creighton.edu/NCW/kees.htm>.

“Weldon Kees.” Poets.org. 2006. Academy of American Poets. 20 Sept. 2006 <http://www.poets.org/ poet.php/prmPID/727>.

See the Reference Guide for Citations at the end of this chapter for additional examples of the types of citations that you are likely to need for your essays or check the sixth edition of the MLA Handbook. 

As you put together your works cited list, keep in mind that the little things—page numbers, quotation marks—count. Documentation may seem tedious, but it has an important purpose: it’s for the reader of your paper who wants to pursue a topic you have researched. Luckily, you don’t have to know the rules by heart. You can refer as necessary to the MLA Handbook or to the examples in this book.

Endnotes and Footnotes

Citations and quotations in the text of your essay should be brief and snappy, lest they bog down your prose. You may, however, wish to provide your reader with passages of less important (yet possibly valuable) information, or make qualifying statements (“On the other hand, not every expert agrees. John Binks finds poets are often a little magazine’s only cash customers, while Molly MacGuire maintains that . . .”). To insert such information without awkwardly interrupting your paper, put it into an endnote (placed at the end of a paper) or a footnote (placed at the bottom of the page). Footnotes and endnotes are now used mainly for such asides, but they are also a time-honored way to document sources in a research paper.

Adding footnotes 

When an aside seems appropriate, insert a number in the text of your essay to send your reader to the corresponding note. Use the “Insert Footnote” option in your word processing program, or create a superscript number from the font menu. This will lift the number slightly above the level of your prose, so that it stands out.

as many observers have claimed.22
Once you insert the number of your footnote into the text, your word processing  program will cleverly take care of the formatting and placement of the footnote,  automatically sending it to the bottom of the page. Note that footnote entries should be single-spaced, with double spacing between each entry.

2
Citing sources with footnotes and endnotes 

For a brief essay with only one or two citations, some professors prefer notes as  simpler and more elegant than a very short works cited list. Always check with your instructor on the preferred style. An endnote referencing a book looks like this:

1Elizabeth Frank, Louise Bogan: A Portrait (New York: Knopf, 1985): 108-09.

If you later cite another passage in Frank’s book, you need not repeat all its information. Just write:

2Frank 192.

If your paper refers to two sources by Elizabeth Frank, give the full title of each in the first note citing it. Then, if you cite it again, use a shortened form of its title:

4Frank, Bogan 192.

An endnote identifying a magazine article looks like this:

2Louise Horton, “Who Reads Small Literary Magazines and What Good Do They Do?” Texas Review 9.1 (1984): 108-09.

If your professor prefers that you use endnotes to document sources, start a new page at the end of the body of your essay, titled “Notes.”

Notes

1Louise Horton, “Who Reads Small Literary Magazines and What Good Do They Do?” Texas Review 9.1 (1984): 108-10.

2Elizabeth Frank, Louise Bogan: A Portrait (New York: Knopf, 1985): 108-25.

3Frank 111.

Sample Student Research Paper

Professor Michael Cass of Mercer University asked his class to select the fiction writer on their reading list whose work had seemed most impressive and write a research paper defending that author’s claim to literary greatness. See page 350 to read the research essay Stephanie Crowe wrote to fulfill the assignment.

Concluding Thoughts

A well-crafted research essay is a wondrous thing—as delightful, in its own way, as a well-crafted poem or short story or play. Good essays prompt thought and add to knowledge. Writing a research paper sharpens your own mind and exposes you to the honed insights of other thinkers. Think of anything you write as a piece that could be published for the benefit of other people interested in your topic. After all, such a goal is not as far-fetched as it seems: this textbook, for example, features a number of papers written by students. Why shouldn’t yours number among them? Aim high.

Reference Guide for Citations

Here is a comprehensive summary of the types of citations you are likely to need for most student papers. The format follows the current MLA standards for works cited lists.

Print Publications

Books

No Author Listed 

A Keepsake Anthology of the Fiftieth Anniversary Celebration of the Consultantship in Poetry. Washington: Library of Congress, 1987.

One Author 

Middlebrook, Diane Wood. Anne Sexton: A Biography Boston: Houghton, 1991.

Two or Three Authors 

Jarman, Mark, and Robert McDowell. The Reaper: Essays. Brownsville, OR: Story Line, 1996.

Four or More Authors 

Phillips, Rodney, et al. The Hand of the Poet New York: Rizzoli, 1997.

or

Phillips, Rodney, Susan Benesch, Kenneth Benson, and Barbara Bergeron. The Hand of the Poet. New York: Rizzoli, 1997.

Two Books by Same Author 

Bawer, Bruce. The Aspect of Eternity St. Paul: Graywolf, 1993.

---. Diminishing Fictions: Essays on the Modern American Novel and Its Critics. St. Paul: Graywolf, 1988.

Corporate Author 

Poets and Writers. A Writer’s Guide to Copyright New York: Poets and Writers, 1979.

Author and Editor 

Shakespeare, William. The Sonnets. Ed. G. Blakemore Evans. Cambridge, Eng.: Cambridge UP, 1996.

One Editor 

Monteiro, George, ed. Conversations with Elizabeth Bishop. Jackson: UP of Mississippi, 1996.

Two Editors 

Craig, David, and Janet McCann, eds. Odd Angles of Heaven: Contemporary Poetry by People of Faith. Wheaton, IL: Shaw, 1994.

Translation 

Dante Alighieri. Inferno: A New Verse Translation. Trans. Michael Palma. New York: Norton, 2002.

Introduction, Preface, Foreword, or Afterword 

Thwaite, Anthony, Preface. Contemporary Poets. Ed. Thomas Riggs. 6th ed. New York: St. James, 1996. vii-viii.

Lapham, Lewis. Introduction. Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man. By Marshall McLuhan. Cambridge: MIT P, 1994. vi-x.

Work in an Anthology 

Allen, Dick. “The Emperor’s New Clothes.” Poetry After Modernism. Ed. Robert McDowell. Brownsville, OR: Story Line, 1991. 71-99.

Translation in an Anthology 

Neruda, Pablo. “We Are Many.” Trans. Alastair Reid. Literature: An Introduction to Fiction, Poetry, Drama, and Writing. Ed. X. J. Kennedy and Dana Gioia. 10th ed. New York: Longman, 2007. 971.

Multivolume Work 

Wellek, René. A History of Modern Criticism, 1750-1950. 8 vols. New Haven: Yale UP, 1955-92.

One Volume of a Multivolume Work 

Wellek René. A History of Modern Criticism, 1750-1950. Vol. 7. New Haven: Yale UP, 1991.

Book in a Series 

Ross, William T. Weldon Kees. Twayne’s US Authors Ser. 484. Boston: Twayne, 1985.

Republished Book 

Ellison, Ralph. Invisible Man. 1952. New York: Vintage, 1995.

Revised or Subsequent Editions 

Janouch, Gustav. Conversations with Kafka. Trans. Goronwy Rees. Rev. ed. New York: New Directions, 1971.

Reference Books

Signed Article in Reference Book 

Cavoto, Janice E. “Harper Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird.” The Oxford Encyclopedia of American Literature. Ed. Jay Parini. Vol. 2. New York: Oxford UP, 2004. 418-21.

Unsigned Encyclopedia Article—Standard Reference Book 

“James Dickey.” The New Encyclopaedia Britannica: Micropaedia. 15th ed. 1987.

Dictionary Entry 

“Design.” Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary. 11th ed. 2003.

Periodicals

Journal with Continuous Paging 

Balée, Susan. “Flannery O’Connor Resurrected.” Hudson Review 47 (1994): 377-93.

Journal That Pages Each Issue Separately 

Salter, Mary Jo. “The Heart Is Slow to Learn.” New Criterion 10.8 (1992): 23-29.

Signed Magazine Article 

Gioia, Dana. “Studying with Miss Bishop.” New Yorker 5 Sept. 1986: 90-101.

Unsigned Magazine Article 

“The Real Test.” New Republic 5 Feb. 2001: 7.

Newspaper Article 

Lyall, Sarah. “In Poetry, Ted Hughes Breaks His Silence on Sylvia Plath.” New York Times 19 Jan. 1998, natl. ed.: A1+.

Signed Book Review 

Harper, John. “Well-Crafted Tales with Tabloid Titles.” Rev. of Tabloid Dreams, by Robert Olen Butler. Orlando Sentinel 15 Dec. 1996: D4.

Unsigned, Untitled Book Review 

Rev. of Otherwise: New and Selected Poems, by Jane Kenyon. Virginia Quarterly Review 72 (1996): 136.

Electronic Publications

Online Resources

Web Site 

Voice of the Shuttle. Ed. Alan Liu. 2003. U of California, Santa Barbara. 17 Oct. 2003 <http://vos.ucsb.edu/>.

Document on a Web Site 

“Wallace Stevens.” Poets.org. 31 Jan. 2006. The Academy of American Poets. 20 Sept. 2006 <http://www.poets.org/ poet.php/prmPID/124>.

Document on a Web Site: Citing a Path 

“Wallace Stevens.” Poets.org. 31 Jan. 2006. The Academy of American Poets. 20 Sept. 2006 <http://www.poets.org>. Path: Search for a Poet; S; Stevens, Wallace.

Document on a Web Site: Citing a Search Page 

“A Hughes Timeline.” PBS Online. 2001. Public Broadcasting Service. 20 Sept. 2003 <http://www.pbs.org/search>.

An Entire Online Book 

Jewett, Sarah Orne. The Country of the Pointed Firs. Boston: Houghton, 1910. Bartleby.com: Great Books Online. Ed. Steven van Leeuwen. 1999. 10 Oct. 2003 <http://www.bartleby.com/125/>.

Online Reference Database 

Encyclopaedia Britannica Online. 2002. Encyclopaedia Britannica. 15 Feb. 2003 <http://www.britannica.com/>.

Article in Online Scholarly Journal 

Hoffman, Tyler B. “Emily Dickinson and the Limit of War.” Emily Dickinson Journal 3.2 (1994). 15 Mar. 2004 <http://www.colorado.edu/EDIS/journal/articles/ III.2.Hoffman.html>.

Article from a Scholarly Journal, Part of an Archival Database 

Oates, Joyce Carol. “‘Soul at the White Heat’: The Romance of Emily Dickinson’s Poetry.” Critical Inquiry 13.4 (1987). Literary Criticism on the Web. Ed. Randy Souther. 7 July 2003 <http://start.at/literarycriticism>. Path: D; Dickinson; Joyce Carol Oates on Emily Dickinson; “Soul at the White Heat.”

Article in Online Newspaper 

Atwood, Margaret. “The Writer: A New Canadian Life-Form.” New York Times on the Web 18 May 1997. 20 Aug. 2006 <http://www.nytimes.com/books/97/05/18/bookend/ bookend.html>.

Article in Online Magazine 

Garner, Dwight. “The Salon Interview: Jamaica Kincaid.” Salon 13 Jan. 1996. 15 Feb. 2006 <http://www.salonmagazine.com/ 05/features/kincaid.html>.

Article Accessed via a Library Subscription Service 

Seitler, Dana. “Unnatural Selection: Mothers, Eugenic Feminism, and Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s Regeneration Narratives.” American Quarterly 55.1 (2003): 61-87. ProQuest. Arcadia U Landman Lib., Glenside, PA. 7 July 2003 <http://www.il.proquest.com/proquest/>.

Painting or Photograph Accessed Online 

Bruegel, Pieter. Landscape with the Fall of Icarus. 1558. Musees Royaux des Beaux-Arts de Belgique, Brussels. ibiblio. Center for the Public Domain and UNC-CH. 16 Apr. 2006 <http://www.ibiblio.org/wm/paint/auth/bruegel>.

Online Posting 

Grossenbacher, Laura. “Comments about the Ending Illustration.” Online Posting. 4 Sept. 1996. The Yellow Wallpaper Site. 14 Mar. 2001 <http://www.cwrl.utexas.edu/~daniel/amlit/ wallpaper/readcomments.html>.

CD-ROM Reference Works

CD-ROM Publication 

“Appall.” The Oxford English Dictionary. 2nd ed. CD-ROM. Oxford: Oxford UP, 1992.

Periodically Published Information, Collected on CD-ROM 

Kakutani, Michiko. “Slogging Surreally in the Vietnamese Jungle.” Rev. of The Things They Carried, by Tim O’Brien. New York Times Ondisc. CD-ROM. UMI-ProQuest. Oct. 1993.

Miscellaneous Sources

Compact Disc (CD) 

Shakespeare, William. The Complete Arkangel Shakespeare: 38 Fully-Dramatized Plays. Narr. Eileen Atkins and John Gielgud. Read by Imogen Stubbs, Joseph Fiennes, et al. Audio Partners, 2003.

Audiocassette 

Roethke, Theodore. Theodore Roethke Reads His Poetry. Audiocassette. Caedmon, 1972.

Videocassette 

Henry V. By William Shakespeare. Dir. Laurence Olivier. Perf. Laurence Olivier. Two Cities Films. 1944. Videocassette. Paramount, 1988.

DVD 

Hamlet. By William Shakespeare. Perf. Laurence Olivier, Eileen Herlie, and Basil Sydney. Two Cities Films. 1948. DVD. Criterion, 2000.

Film 

Hamlet. By William Shakespeare. Dir. Franco Zeffirelli. Perf. Mel Gibson, Glenn Close, Helena Bonham Carter, Alan Bates, and Paul Scofield. Warner, 1991.

Television or Radio Program 

Moby Dick. By Herman Melville. Dir. Franc Roddam. Perf. Patrick Stewart and Gregory Peck. 2 episodes. USA Network. 16-17 Mar. 1998. 
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Fig. 1. Landscape with the Fall of Icarus by Pieter Brueghel the Elder (c. 1558, Musees Royaux des Beaux-Arts de Belgique, Brussels)
1 Poetry and the Age (New York: Knopf, 1953) 42.


2 On the other hand, not every expert agrees. John Binks, to name only one such observer, finds that poets are often a little magazine’s only cash customers . . .





