Handout:  Prof. Dickinson’s tips for writing library research papers


1. Pick a topic.  It can be broad at this point.

2. Search the library catalogue for books on this topic, making sure to try different combinations of keywords.  (for example:  gender and socialization; speech and socialization; socialization; language and socialization).

3. Search journal article databases – try MLA Bibliography and Anthropological Literature…browse the list by topic (Linguistics or Social Sciences) to try other databases.  

4. Do an internet search.  Keep in mind that internet sources are not as reliable as ones that appear in academic books and journals.

5. When you find some sources –GO LOOK AT THEM.  If you aren’t familiar with the call number system, ask for help at the reference or information desk.  Be prepared to spend time and CAT card money finding books and journals and making copies.  Many of the sources you looked up won’t be helpful.  You need to take a look at what you have available.  This may help you narrow your topic.  For example, you may be interested in language and food in general, but only be able to find articles on words for root crops in different languages.  That narrows you topic for you.

6. What do you do if that “perfect article” is in a journal the library doesn’t own?  Go to the information desk and find out how to fill out and interlibrary loan form.  In most cases, they can get you a book or a copy of an article in a couple of weeks.  Can’t wait?  Check out libraries in places you might visit soon – Boston, New York, Amherst, Dartmouth.  Some libraries won’t allow you into their stacks if you’re not a student (like Harvard), but others let you walk right in and you can copy articles or chapters in their library.  Does someone else have the book checked out?  Go to the library front desk and fill out a recall notice.  I might have the book, so ask me as well.
7. Start reading your materials.  Highlighting important passages works, but making notes, in the margins or on a separate sheet, will help you remember important points or facts.  This is important because after you read five articles on the topic, you may not remember which page of which article had that interesting point about banana-growing verbs (or whatever).

8. As you read, watch for:

a. What are the basic theories or ideas scholars have about your topic?  Is there a debate, as there is in the literature on “silence,” or does everyone pretty much agree?  If there is a debate, what positions do different scholars take?

b. What kind of information will be interesting and helpful for your paper?  This is up to you to decide, and you may need to go back to the articles to get specific information after you have read all your sources and made an outline.
c. Read the bibliographies of the articles, or if it’s a book, check out any interesting sources that the author cites.  This is a great way to find sources!  For example, you may have six articles on gestures that go in different directions.  One article is on a very interesting topic – you can use some of the sources that that author cites to look into that more deeply.  You can also check for more recent articles by the same author.

9. As you look through your sources, think about the best way to approach writing the paper.  Here are some basic strategies:

a. Single Topic

This strategy works well if there is a lot of information about your specific topic, like women’s politeness strategies in different cultures.  For a single topic paper, you try to bring together various parts of the information in all your sources.  You may want to subdivide the paper, label the divisions, and talk about different subtopics (in this case, different languages/cultures).  

b. Compare and Contrast

In this way of structuring a paper, you compare and contrast two sets of information.  For example, you might compare and contrast data on Hearing and Deaf gay and lesbian language.  In this case, you could review the literature on one group, then the other group, then compare the two in the final section of your paper.  Or, you can systematically compare the two sets of data in a number of different areas (“Narrative,” “Vocabulary,” “Language and identity”).
c. Review of a Debate

Some topics are about a particular debate:  the debate about nature vs. nurture; the debate about why women are more polite, the debate about difference vs. dominance.  To set up a paper like this, first review the debate.  How many sides/positions are there?  You don’t need to discuss them all; two or three will be fine.  Once you have told your reader what the debate is over, you have two choices.  You can lay out the information and arguments of one debate, then the other, and then reach a conclusion.  OR you can select two or three points where they disagree and for each point of disagreement, say who says what.  In your conclusions, you might want to state your opinion as to which argument is best, but you can also just review strengths and weaknesses of the positions.

10.    MAKE AN OUTLINE

         Make an outline.  Make an outline!  If you have done the research and have a bunch of facts, but are having trouble deciding how to begin, make an outline.  Even if you aren’t having trouble, an outline will help you keep track of information across a longer paper.  Outlines allow you to see flaws in the structure of your paper.  Once you’ve made an outline, you have something to remind you of where you wanted to go, and it will keep you on track.

To make an outline, decide which structure you will use (from #9).  Put in a level for the introduction – jot down one sentence about what you want the introduction to do.  Then sketch out the structure, with a level for each big topic (such as a debate position) and then subtopics under them.  If you’re doing compare and contrast, lay out topics you want to cover for Case Study 1 and Case Study 2.  Are you covering the same topics for both?  Here you can sketch out arguments, or include key bits of information that will help remind you of what you want to say.   Don’t forget to put in a conclusion.  The outline can be very detailed or not – it’s just a road map to remind you of where you’re going.

11. Start writing.  You don’t need to start at the beginning.  It may be helpful for you to start with the middle – the parts where you summarize positions in debates, or outline a case study.  Because you have an outline, you already know what your goals for each part of the paper are.  For example, in the introduction you might want to lay out two sides of a debate.  It might be helpful to write this before you write the sections on each of the sides, but it might be easier to do it after you’ve written up the main body of the paper.

12.   Read what you have written.  Try reading it aloud.  Does it make sense?  Does it sound too casual?  Did you leave out important information?  How long are the paragraphs?  Remember, a paragraph develops a single idea.  Usually, if a paragraph is a page long, you could easily split it into two paragraphs.  This helps keeps the reader focused on one idea at a time.

13. “Flow”

                There should be transitions between parts of your paper.  You can do this with sentences that connect each paragraph or section to the next.  For example “Although banana vocabulary has been strongly influenced by colonial languages, banana cultivation practices have not changed dramatically in the last fifty years.”  This flows you from a discussion of banana vocabulary into banana production.


Not all topics flow nicely from one to another.  The way to solve this problem is to have subheadings.  This works well for all paper structures.  For example, if you have four subtopics in your single topic paper, you can have four heading (e.g. Nouns, Verbs, Adjectives, Adverbs).  In a compare and contrast paper, you can use subheadings in a couple of ways, depending on how you structure the paper (see above). The same goes for debates.  While subheadings are not necessary, they are often helpful to both the reader and the writer, so consider using them.

14. If you’re having trouble. 

         Come see me.  Give me a draft of the paper, or have a friend read it, or go to the writing center in the library and in the Learning Cooperative:

“The Writing Center is open Monday through Thursday from 10 a.m. until 9 p.m., Friday from 10 a.m. until 5 p.m., and Sunday evening from 6 p.m. until 9 p.m. To make an appointment, just call 656-4075 or stop by the front desk of the Learning Cooperative. If possible, bring a copy of your assignment as well as any notes, written drafts, outline, or other materials with which you're working.”  It is in 244 Commons (Learning Cooperative) and also they have a desk on the first floor of the library.

It may also help you to go back to your outline.  Sometimes writing problems reflect that you aren’t done thinking through the structure or the content of your paper.  You may need to change the structure to make it easier for your ideas to come across clearly to the reader.  Your professor, the writing center, or a friend can all help show you where your writing is unclear (sometimes it’s clear to you, but not the reader, because they haven’t done the same reading and research that you have.)

15.  Don’t forget – I read drafts!  

