The Writing Process: An Overview

(adapted from http://infotrac.thomsonlearning.com/infowrite/wr_process.htm)

Writing is a complex process. Writers work in a variety of ways. Writing is recursive, meaning that several processes occur at the same time and overlap. But traditional teachers of writing outlined several steps that are still worth referring to. These steps are not separate stages, but parts of a continuum.

Follow these steps in writing your first paper. In future papers you can vary your method and develop your own pattern of writing. Whatever method you use in writing, your goal is to write effectively and efficiently. If you develop some good working habits, writing will take less time and be less burdensome.

1 
PLAN
•
define the topic

•
develop main ideas

•
consider your audience

•
select supporting material

•
organize ideas

2 
WRITE
•
write as much as possible without stopping

3 
COOL
•
set your writing aside and do something else to clear your mind so you can return to your writing objectively

4 
REVISE
•
review the assignment

•
examine your draft against your plan

•
rewrite to achieve your goals and eliminate errors

5 
EDIT
•
put the draft into final form

•
make sure the paper follows the assignment

•
check for mechanical errors

6 
READ YOUR PAPER ALOUD FOR A FINAL CHECK
•
See “Is This a Sentence?” for help <http://word-crafter.net/CompII/IsThisSentence.doc>

•
More proofreading help is available at LEO: http://leo.stcloudstate.edu/acadwrite/editing.htm
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The writing process is anything a writer does
from the time the idea came until the piece is
completed or abandoned. There is no particular
order.                                     —Donald Graves,

                                              writing researcher



Figure 1: Chocolate Hostess Cupcake (2003). Oil on board by Bonnie Case. 
Used with permission.
People often develop writing apprehension because they think their drafts 
should look as good as published writing. This is the part that doesn’t show.
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Figure 2. First-draft ms. page from E. Raskin’s Newbery Award winning The Westing Game.

Source: The Cooperative Children’s Book Center, University of Wisconsin-Madison: http://www.soemadison.wisc.edu/ccbc/authors/raskin/1st4.jpg

What is a Research Paper?: Overview

(http://infotrac.thomsonlearning.com/infowrite/res_what.htm>

The words "research paper" on a syllabus may fill you with dread. Research papers mean hours spent in the library, more hours toiling with notes and drafts, and the headache of dealing with the arcane rules of documentation.


Before you begin working on a research paper in any course, it is important to understand what a research paper is not.
•
A research paper is not "about" a subject
A research paper should have a thesis—a clear point of view. 
It is not simply a generalized discussion of an issue.

•
A research paper is not a summary of everything you can find
     Your goal is not to collect everything you can find out about a subject and summarize it. Although you should review as much material as possible, you should select sources that directly support your thesis.

•
A research paper is not a list of quotes
     The focus of your paper is your point of view, your commentary. Direct quotations, facts, and statistics may be woven throughout your paper, but they should support your position. Your commentary should do more than simply introduce or link quotations.

•
A research paper does not support a pre-conceived point of view
     Looking up facts that support what you already believe is not genuine research. You should examine evidence then form an opinion.

•
A research paper does not present the ideas of others without documentation
     Research papers must use documentation methods to prevent you from plagiarizing sources. Do not borrow ideas, statistics, or facts without noting their original source. 

A research paper, no matter what the subject, must achieve specific goals:

•
A research paper meets the needs of the assignment
    Many instructors give specific requirements for research papers, detailing topics, use of sources, and documentation methods.

o
Make sure you fully understand the scope of the assignment.

o 
Keep the needs of the assignment in mind as you work on your paper.

o 
Constantly refer to the instructor's guidelines to keep your research on track. 

•
A research paper has a clear focus
    The more narrow you make your subject, the easier your paper will be to write. It is better to write about one character in a novel or a play than attempt to comment on an entire work. It is easier to focus on one treatment for a single psychiatric disorder than trying to address mental health.

•
A research paper has a clear thesis
 A research paper must express a point of view, not simply report on the ideas of others. The focus of the paper is not the views of others but your opinions and interpretations.

•
A research paper comments on the quantity and quality of sources
A research paper does not simply summarize and present the ideas of others. 
A good research paper distinguishes between reliable and biased sources, 
between authoritative and questionable statistics, between fact and opinion.

Strategies for Conducting Research

(adapted from http://infotrac.thomsonlearning.com/infowrite/res_stra.htm)

Each research assignment poses unique challenges. One paper may require extensive library or Internet research, while another will be based on field research, interviews, original experiments, or surveys. No matter what your topic, there are a few general strategies you can follow to save time and produce a more effective paper.

1. 
REVIEW THE ASSIGNMENT

Many instructors provide students with a detailed description of the research paper. Make sure you fully understand what is required. If you have any questions, ask your instructor for help.

2. 
SELECT PROPOSED TOPICS AND CONDUCT PRELIMINARY RESEARCH

Develop an overview of your subject by reading background information. Refer to your textbooks, encyclopedias, and abstracts to learn basic terms, details, and personalities. Use an Internet search to gain an overall view of current research.

3 
REVIEW YOUR TOPIC AND NARROW IF NEEDED

4. 
SURVEY THE RANGE OF EVIDENCE
* Is enough evidence available for your project?

* Do sources agree or are there areas of conflict or controversy?

* Can you evaluate the quality of sources? Do you detect signs of bias, incomplete research, lapses of critical thinking?

* Do you note any trends or patterns in the sources?

5. 
POSE QUESTIONS TO SELECT SOURCES AND DEVELOP A WORKING THESIS
6. 
REFER TO ASSIGNMENT OR GUIDELINES TO TARGET YOUR RESEARCH


You may encounter a number of sources that are interesting but not relevant to your assignment. Focus on the needs of the assignment.

7. 
CREATE A TIMELINE TO KEEP RESEARCH ON TRACK

Don't allow the research to expand beyond a fixed date. Leave ample time for writing, revising, and editing.

8. 
RECORD INFORMATION NEEDED FOR CITATIONS

When you take notes, photocopy pages, or print items from the Internet, make sure you record all the information needed to cite the source.

•
Write the information on the back of photocopies and directly on your notecards.

9. 
LABEL OR COLOR-CODE SOURCES AND NOTES FOR EASY REFERENCE


As you collect materials, label them or use Post-it notes to flag reminders so you will know where to use sources.

10. 
AVOID COLLECTING REDUNDANT INFORMATION

If your paper about the Civil War requires some background on Gettysburg, you may only need one or two sources—not five or six.

• 
Keep the assignment and desired length of the paper in mind as you collect material. (generally, you want a minimum of one source per page; two is better)

11. REVISE YOUR OUTLINE AS YOU COLLECT SOURCES

As you find sources, sketch out where they might appear in the final paper. If you wait until you collect all the data, you may find organizing them in logical pattern difficult.

•
If you use a computer, save the various versions of your outline so you can return to them if you discard sources.

12. PRIORITIZE SOURCES

Consider which sources are the most valuable and should appear in the paper. Note those sources you would be willing to delete if you run out of time or find yourself writing a paper that is longer than desired.

13. WHILE RESEARCHING, KEEP THE FINAL PAPER IN MIND

Refer to any sample papers your instructor may have given you to guide the type and number of sources you are collecting.

14. 
REVISE AND REFINE YOUR THESIS IF NEEDED
Like writing, research is a recursive process. Your approach to the topic will evolve as you adapt to the sources that are available or find yourself changing your mind. 

•
“An investigator starts research in a new field with faith, a foggy idea, and a few wild experiments. Eventually the interplay of negative and positive results guides the work. By the time the research is completed, he or she knows how it should have been started and conducted.” —Donald Cram

•
“The way to do research is to attach the facts at the point of greatest astonishment.” —Celia Green

•
“What is research but a blind date with knowledge?”  —Will Harvey

