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Notes on Writing Papers






     
S. O’Connell

Format: Your paper should appear attractive, professional, inviting to readers: 

Text: double-spaced.  Pages: numbered.  Font: at least 11 point.  Margins: 1".


Paragraphs: indented 5 spaces for each graph.  Sentences: separated by 2 spaces.  
Titles of books: italicized.  Poems, stories and essays: set in quotation marks.

Quotation marks enclose most punctuation: ,” & .” never ”, or ”.  Papers must be 

punctuated accurately & proof read carefully.

Argument: Your paper should tell the reader something revealing or interesting about the work or works of literature under examination; it should be an analysis, which may include appreciation or condemnation, of the work or works as a whole or some aspect of the work or works.  You are sharing an insight with the reader, persuading him/her to believe your case is plausible, offering her/him reasons and presenting evidence, leading your reader from premise, through proof, toward a conclusion.  In the first, at least by the second graph you should name the topic (what you are writing about) and articulate your theme (what you are saying about the topic) clearly, briefly (3-5 sentences) and gracefully.  The first sentence of this graph, your lead (lede), should be strong enough to engage and direct your reader’s attention; the final sentence, usually your thesis statement, of this graph, at least by the second, should set the paper’s direction.  The rest of your paper is a series of steps (graphs) which advance your argument (thesis) toward a conclusion (final graph).  Transition sentences between sections (subtopic graph groups) and between graphs are useful places to reinforce and advance the paper’s theme, to sustain your line of argument.  Of course, you may vary this proposed pattern, but be certain that you keep control of your argument, remain clear, offer supporting evidence and guide your reader to your point.

Writing about fiction: do not recap the plot of the work that you are discussing.  Rather, use examples (settings, symbols, stylistic aspects, etc.) selectively, as evidence to support your argument about the work.  Do not spend the bulk of your paper recounting or judging the actions of the central characters.  Fictional characters are just that, fictional, created for the aesthetic and thematic purposes of their authors, so such characters should be discussed primarily in relation to the works in which each appears.  First person narrators should not be taken as authorial endorsement.  Works of fiction should be weighed for their authors’ literary and thematic intentions, their executions, and their implications and judged by their degrees of artistic success.  Works of fiction may be seen both as artful representations of life experiences but also as games between authors and readers; characters and plot are, as Vladimir Nabokov has suggested, akin to the pieces and moves on a chessboard.  Think about the work’s form, function, and thematic implications and how these work together to form a single effect.  How and why does the work mean? 

You may approach the work from autobiographical (what you like or dislike in the work) or biographical angles (how the work emerged from the author’s life) and place the work in historical or cultural contexts, but your stress should be upon the work itself.  You cannot know what “the reader” (beyond yourself) thinks or feels about the work unless you take a survey, so stay with the work rather than speculate on its readership.  In discussing the author of the work, place less emphasis upon his/her personal life (unless that enlightens the work) and more upon what she/he accomplished (or failed to accomplish) though literary choices (style, characterization, plot, theme, etc.), why you believe these choices were made, what effects or implications these literary decisions have on your understanding of the work, how these choices did or did not contribute to the allover coherence (aesthetic and/or thematic) of the work, and the degree of success you see in these artistic choices.  

Your paper, of course, need not address all of these matters, but you should at least consider such suggestions to write a successful paper for this course.  If you feel constricted by these suggestions, go your own way, but be certain of your reasons for doing so.
