
CFCC Writing Center Workshop:
How to Write a Research Paper

Introduction
Research papers generally fall into two categories: argumentative and informative.  Regardless of the 

type of research paper you are required to write, the process follows the same steps.  The research process—
and the essay that results from it—requires time, attention to detail, a familiarity with the library, a 
willingness to engage all the stages of the writing process, and a sense of discovery and interest.

In order to write a successful research paper, the author must commit an appropriate amount of time, 
have a research plan, and have a timetable for completing various tasks.  Without these, the writer gets lost 
among the trees without being able to see the forest and generally attempts to glue together ill-fitting parts at 
the last minute.  The writer needs time to understand the assignment requirements fully, to determine how 
these requirements translate into finding sources, to evaluate and incorporate sources, to compose a rough 
draft, and to revise (and potentially to find additional sources).  The best way to make sure you have enough 
time is to break the process into stages and create a timetable for the completion of each after you have 
determined your topic.

Finding a Topic
If the topic has not been assigned, your first task is to decide what you are going to write about. 

Come up with a list of potential topics and do some background reading.  Which interests you the most? 
Does the topic meet the requirements of the assignment?  Can you find enough sources for the topic in the 
library’s collections?  After you have a topic that is appropriate, narrow the topic and develop a working 
thesis and outline/organizational plan.

Finding and Evaluating Sources
After you have established a topic, a working thesis, and a working outline, you need to find sources 

to support your ideas.  If you are not familiar with how to find information in the library’s collections, your 
first step should be to visit the reference desk to ask for help.  The reference librarians will be able to direct 
you to the right databases and help you refine your search terms.  Once you have a preliminary list of sources, 
you need to evaluate them.

Most instructors places limits on the types of sources that you can use in the research paper.  Keep in 
mind that not all information is equal.  You must choose the sources you intend to use in the research paper 
carefully.  Evaluate a potential source by determining whether it is popular or academic, who its target 
audience is, whether it is accurate and reliable, and whether it appropriately supports the points you are 
making.  The quality of your sources determines the strength of your research paper.  

Working with Sources/Incorporating Borrowed Material into the Research Paper
Once you have a list of potential sources, you need to determine how and where you will use them in 

your research paper.  In order to avoid plagiarism, you must be very careful in your handling of source 
material.  

Your first step in working with borrowed material is to review the guidelines for working with 
sources in a grammar handbook or citation style guide.  The three primary forms of borrowed material are 
summary, paraphrase, and direct quotation.  All three require in-text citations.  Failure to let the reader know 
that you are presenting someone else’s ideas/work is a form of plagiarism (as is presenting someone else’s 
words as your own).  To avoid plagiarism, do not copy and paste directly from sources into your paper. 
Instead, create a separate file for source material (the stuff—others’ ideas or words—you intend to use) with 
all of the necessary information next to the borrowed material (author’s name, title, where the material is 



from, page number, etc).  Indicate whether you are summarizing, paraphrasing, or directly quoting (being 
sure to place language taken directly from a source in quotation marks—failure to do so is plagiarism even if 
there is an accurate in-text and bibliographic citation).  

As you read your sources, keep in mind your outline and the points you intend to make.  Try to 
determine where you could use source material to reinforce your points, provide examples, show opposing 
views, and demonstrate your familiarity with the topic.  Summarize, paraphrase, and directly quote relevant 
material in your source material file (you can transfer it to your paper later).  Once you have a working 
collection of borrowed material, you can begin incorporating it into your rough draft.  

When you incorporate source material into the research paper, closely follow the citation style you are 
supposed to use (MLA, APA, Chicago, etc.).  Regardless of the citation style, limit your use of direct 
quotation.  The research paper should emphasize your voice rather than someone else’s.  Using too much 
direct quotation dilutes and obscures your perspective.  When incorporating borrowed material into your 
work, also be sure to use appropriate signal phrases to indicate that you are summarizing, paraphrasing, or 
directly quoting (According to Reynolds, ethanol is not a carbon-neutral fuel source (34) or Reynolds goes on 
to state that “ethanol requires more energy to produce than regular petroleum” (39).). 

Composing the Rough Draft
Rather than attempt to produce a rough draft of the entire research paper in one sitting, break the 

paper into sections and draft them independently.  For instance, you might work on the introduction and first 
few paragraphs (providing background information, setting up the nature and extent of a problem, etc.), then 
support for your position, and then the conclusion.  Aim to complete 1-2 pages at a sitting. Do not expect 
perfection from the completed draft: your rough draft will be rough.  The revision stage provides an 
opportunity to increase coherence.  Composing in stages also allows the opportunity to identify weaknesses 
and the need for additional support/sources.

Revising the Rough Draft
The revision stage for the research paper is vital.  During this stage you can thoughtfully consider the 

strength of your research paper.  In addition to revising for the usual things—unity, coherence, development, 
grammar, mechanics, formatting, citation—you should consider what additional sources your paper needs. 
Has your focus changed during drafting?  If so, do you need more sources for a related topic?  What 
weaknesses will the reader see?  Do you need additional evidence to prove a point or refute an argument?  Do 
you need additional background information?  Do you need to provide authoritative definitions?  The 
preliminary source list—along with your working thesis and outline—that you started with have probably 
undergone some significant changes and you likely need to additional sources.

Proofreading the Final Draft
In addition to checking for spelling, grammar, and punctuation errors, also check the accuracy and 

correctness of your in-text and bibliographic citations during this stage.  Make sure that all of your summary, 
paraphrase, and direct quotations are cited correctly and that the bibliographic entries on the works cited page 
are complete and accurate.  



Online Resources: Research Papers

Purdue OWL’s Writing Research Papers: A Step-by-Step Procedure (http://owl.english.purdue.edu/handouts/
research/r_ressteps.html)

Purdue OWL’s How to Write a Research Paper Handout 
(http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/658/01/)

Concordia University’s Brief Guide to Writing a Research Paper (http://learning.concordia.ca/Help/handouts/
WritingHO/BriefGuidetoResearchPaper.shtml)

Roan State Community College’s Writing a General Research Paper 
(http://www.rscc.cc.tn.us/owl&writingcenter/OWL/Research.html)

Purdue OWL’s Handout on Evaluating Sources (http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/553/01/)

George Brosi’s Research Paper Checklist (http://www.english.eku.edu/services/comp102/hand22.htm)

Guide to Grammar and Writing’s Preparing and Using Outlines 
(http://www.ccc.commnet.edu/mla/outlines.shtml)
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