
A Word about Writing 
 

 
The aim of any writi ng project is for you to explore a 
parti cular questi on or problem, developing an argument 
that encapsulates your soluti on concerning the questi on 
you are discussing.  I t is NOT intended that you Ôwrite all 
you knowÕ about the topic, or merely summarize the 
views of a textbook.  In each of your classes, you may be 
asked to plan and develop a research topic of your own 
choosing.  Once you come up with a research topic, thi nk 
about your topic and do some background reading to 
help you narrow your topic to one that best suits your 
intellectual curiosity. 
 

1.  In selecti ng a research topic, thi nk about your interests.  What topic have you wanted 
to investi gate in other classes but havenÕt had the opportunity to do so?  What piques 
your interest?  What presents a challenge to you?  You may need to do some background 
reading to help narrow your topic of interest.  When you have selected a topic, thi nk hard 
about what the topic involves, what is the questi on that keeps coming forward?  Do some 
analyti cal thi nking about thi s, and about ways of approaching the questi on to explore its 
meanings and problems, and develop a response. 
 
2.  Start reading early, well before the assignment due dates.  Find relevant references by 
following up bibliographies in a textbook and using the references listed in academic 
arti cles. 
 
3.  Always keep notes on the sources (arti cles) you are readingÑauthor, ti tle, journal 
ti tl e, year of publicati on and publisher, and the page number of all material.  There is 
nothi ng more frustrati ng than not being able to tr ack down where you found a useful 
quote.  
 
4.  Get into the habit of putti ng your notes in your own words, as it is a good way of 
checking whether you are following an argument.   Always be careful to include 
quotati on marks around any phrases or sentences that you take directl y from the 
readings, otherwise you could easily slip into presenti ng an author's work as your own 
(that would be plagi ar i sm , which as you know is an unethi cal practi ce!). 
 
5.  Now, to make an argument, you need to str ucture your writi ng.  Work out an outl ine 
of the points you want to cover, the order in which they best support your argument, and 
suitable supporti ng evidence or specific examples you want to use. 
 
6.  I t is important to use specific examples to illustrate and substanti ate your points. 
 
7.  Wherever possible use diagrams, maps, graphs, and other illustrations to support 
your argument. Such visual materials are an important part of communicati on. 
 
8.  Keep to the set word/ page limitÑ it is part of the exercise.  To be able to develop your 
ideas concisely is an important skill, and working with a word or page limit gives you 
valuable practi ce.  However, footnotes, reference lists, or any appendices do not come 

 



into the word/ page countÑ they are extra.  I t is important to be highly selecti ve in what 
you include.  Remember that you can summarize and condense material and reference 
the sources, you do not have to re-state it all in your paper. 
 
9.  Get someone else to read a draft of your paper.  They don't have to know anythi ng 
about your topicÑbut they should sti ll be able to follow your ideas.  They will quickly tell 
you if the ideas and information are unclear, or poorly expressed, if the paper is too long 
and repeti ti ve or needs expansion on some points.  You can also tr y reading your paper 
aloud, as thi s is a good way to find out how it sounds.  Try to prepare your draft a few 
days or so before the paper is due to allow time for your own assessment and revision. 
 
10.  You should prepare an initi al draft and then tr y to evaluate it, possibly several times, 
and where necessary change the structure or contents.  Aim to polish the organizati on, 
your ideas and the clarity of your expression. 
 
11.  As a way of improving your expression, find an arti cle that you have enjoyed reading 
and study how it is writtenÑthe str ucture and style the author has used. 
 
12. Please keep a copy of your paper in case of problems. 
 


