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Notes on Writing the Term Paper

Drafting, revising, and presenting the term paper are its final stages. Keep in mind what a term paper might be in an advanced undergraduate literature course.  

Some suggestions:


1. Get the attention of the reader as soon as possible upon the controversy or issue you wish to address.  If you must describe some current debate as the context for your paper, do so as briefly and selectively as possible. Come quickly to the discovery, argument, contradiction, correction, query, curiosity, reinforcement, or annotation you wish to develop. It does not hurt to suggest or even stake your claim pretty early as to what you are attempting to do, why you believe it is worth doing and has not been done, and how you expect to convince the reader of it. 


2. Write from personal experience as a reader and student. Avoid fraud. Don't say anything unless you mean it. Don’t claim second-hand or third-hand literary knowledge you don’t actually possess. Don’t pretend to be writing wide-scale literary or other history. Don’t pretend you are writing an encyclopedia article. Avoid lengthy and pretentious "introductions." Once lost (or never obtained), the attention of the reader is very hard to restore. Every reader, scholar, and critic is also a student, and for this reason the learning process is fascinating – but pretenses to learning are boring and fake. 

 
3.  Assume the reader has the same access to common knowledge and opinion as you. Don't just restate the obvious or the well known.  Avoid summary, paraphrase, and description for their own sake.  Avoid mere information without interpretation, but, at the same time, avoid mere opinion without documentation.  


4.  If you are focusing your paper only on "how many pages" it will be or "how many sources" you should use, you are aiming too low. This paper is not a high schoolbook report – it is not merely evidence of your work, although work is indeed necessary.  


5.  Use citations, but use the simplest forms possible. The MLA supports parenthetical citations. Use just the page number if the source is obvious: (372). If not obvious, use one or more key words as needed: (Parker 372) or (Parker 1970, 372).  Then give complete information (author, title, place and date of publication) in Works Cited. It is not necessary to provide full bibliographical information for the assigned text books in the course, the Riverside and Norton critical editions.  Use footnotes for supplementary matters or significant digressions, such as to acknowledge other points of view that you choose not to explore in the body of your paper.


6. Cut and explain. As Mark Twain remarked, "Eschew surplusage."  Eliminate repetitious and redundant words or passages – don't undermine the attention of the reader. Read your paper aloud: then get rid of whatever you can. Your conclusion should be final development, not a summaries – a term paper is not a sermon. At the same time, look out for excessive brevity,  for unexplained statements that require the addition of explanatory or bridge material. 


7.  These papers will be posted to Blackboard for other students to read and consider. Aim in writing your paper to be interesting and informative for other students in the class. 


8. Retain your reading and research notes for use on the final exam. 

