
 

How to Write Your First College Research 

Paper—Without Panicking 

Pay attention, college students. What follows could mean the difference between earning an A 

and—well—not earning the A. 

During my undergraduate years, I could usually count on writing one or two substantial research 

papers in a course. A single paper might represent nearly 25 percent of the final grade. Yet many 

new college students arrive with little experience researching, organizing, citing, and writing a 

ten- or fifteen-page academic paper. 

That combination—a major assignment and an unfamiliar process—can make the research paper 

seem terrifying. It becomes much more manageable, however, when you stop treating it as one 

enormous task and begin treating it as a series of smaller ones. 

Whether you are analyzing literature in MLA style, examining a social-science question in APA 

style, or writing history with Chicago-style citations, the basic process is much the same: 

understand the assignment, investigate a focused question, develop a supportable thesis, organize 

your evidence, write a draft, and revise it carefully. 

The occasional mind-numbing attention to detail is part of the experience. So is the satisfaction 

of discovering that you can investigate a complicated subject and arrive at a conclusion of your 

own. 



Start With the Assignment 

Before choosing a topic or opening a search engine, read the assignment sheet and grading rubric 

carefully. Identify: 

• The required length 

• The due date 

• The number and types of sources required 

• Whether primary sources are expected 

• The required citation style 

• Any prohibited topics 

• Whether you must submit a proposal, bibliography, outline, or draft 

• The intended audience and purpose 

• The professor’s policy on generative artificial intelligence 

• How much of the course grade the paper represents 

Do not assume that every “research paper” is an argumentative essay. You might be asked to 

conduct a literary analysis, compare scholarly interpretations, explain a historical development, 

report experimental findings, evaluate a policy, or review existing research. If you cannot explain 

the assignment in one or two sentences, ask the professor for clarification. Beginning with the 

wrong idea can waste days of work. 

Learn the Required Citation Style Early 

Citation style governs how you acknowledge sources and present the paper. MLA is common in 

literature and other humanities courses. APA is widely used in psychology, education, and the 

social sciences. Chicago style is often used in history, although requirements vary by professor 

and discipline. 

You do not need to memorize an entire style manual before beginning your research. You 

should, however, determine which system is required and become familiar with its basic 

features: 

• Page layout 

• Title-page or heading requirements 

• In-text citations or footnotes 



• Quotations 

• Page numbers 

• Headings 

• Tables and figures 

• The final Works Cited, References, or Bibliography page 

The Purdue Online Writing Lab provides free guidance and sample papers for MLA, APA, and 

Chicago styles. Citation details can be polished later, but do not postpone recording source 

information. Save the author, title, publication, date, page numbers, URL or DOI, and other 

necessary details as soon as you find a source. Reconstructing that information the night before 

the paper is due is a special form of academic misery. 

Turn a Broad Topic Into a Research Question 

A broad subject is not yet a workable research topic. “Climate change,” “social media,” “World 

War II,” and “Heart of Darkness” are subjects large enough to fill libraries. A college paper 

needs a narrower question that can be answered within the assigned length. 

You can narrow a topic by asking: 

• Which person, group, place, or text interests me? 

• What time period will I examine? 

• What controversy or unanswered question exists? 

• What causes or effects could I investigate? 

• What comparison might reveal something useful? 

• What assumption deserves examination? 

For example: 

Broad subject: Social media Narrower topic: Social media use among first-year college 

students Research question: How does late-night social media use affect the sleep habits of 

first-year residential students? 

Or: 

Broad subject: Heart of Darkness Narrower topic: Conrad’s portrayal of the company’s 

European employees Research question: How does Conrad use the company men to criticize 

European colonialism? 

https://owl.purdue.edu/owl


A focused question gives your research direction without deciding the answer in advance. 

Begin With Preliminary Research 

Your first round of research is exploratory. Its purpose is to help you understand the subject, 

learn the vocabulary scholars use, identify major debates, and discover whether enough reliable 

evidence exists. Good starting points include: 

• Course readings 

• Library databases 

• Scholarly books 

• Peer-reviewed journal articles 

• Reference works 

• Government publications 

• Primary-source collections 

• Research guides prepared by librarians 

A general web search can help you learn vocabulary or locate promising leads, but it should not 

automatically become the foundation of the paper. Your professor may require scholarly or peer-

reviewed sources that ordinary websites cannot replace. 

When evaluating a source, consider its currency, relevance, authority, accuracy, and purpose. 

Harvard Library recommends asking who created the source, whether the author has relevant 

expertise, what evidence supports it, and whether its purpose is to inform, persuade, entertain, or 

promote something. When in doubt, ask a librarian. Research librarians are not simply guardians 

of books; they are experts in finding information. 

Keep a Research Trail 

Whether you use index cards, a notebook, a spreadsheet, a word-processing document, or 

citation-management software, organize your research from the beginning.For each source, 

record: 

• The complete citation information 

• A brief summary of the source’s argument 

• Important quotations 

• Page numbers 



• Useful facts or examples 

• Your response to the source 

• How the source might contribute to your paper 

Clearly distinguish among three kinds of notes: 

1 Direct quotation: The source’s exact words, enclosed in quotation marks. 

2 Paraphrase: The source’s idea rewritten fully in your own language and sentence structure. 

3 Your own thought: A question, interpretation, connection, or possible argument. 

This distinction protects you from accidental plagiarism. Purdue OWL recommends recording 

source information as you research so that quotations, paraphrases, and ideas can be attributed 

correctly. Citation managers such as Zotero can store sources and generate citations, but no tool 

is infallible. Check every automatically generated citation against the required style. 

Develop a Working Thesis 

The thesis is the central claim or controlling idea of your paper. It answers the research question 

and tells the reader what the paper will demonstrate. A good thesis is: 

• Specific 

• Supportable 

• Significant 

• Appropriate for the assignment 

• Open to reasonable discussion 

• Narrow enough for the available space 

Consider the earlier example involving Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness. During your 

reading, you might notice that the company’s European employees care intensely about 

advancement while remaining indifferent to the suffering around them. A working thesis might 

be: 

“Conrad portrays the company men as self-interested functionaries whose moral indifference 

exposes the dehumanizing effects of European colonialism.” That statement makes a claim. It 

also gives the writer something to prove through passages from the novel and relevant 

scholarship. 

Notice the phrase working thesis. Your first version is not carved into stone. Research may 

complicate your assumptions, reveal an exception, or point toward a stronger argument. 



Changing the thesis in response to evidence is not failure; it is evidence that you are thinking. Do 

not decide what you believe and then search only for sources that agree. Allow credible evidence 

to challenge your position. 

Build an Argument, Not a Source Parade 

A weak research paper often becomes a procession of summaries: “Smith says this. Jones says 

that. Garcia says something else.” The writer appears only in the introduction and conclusion. A 

strong paper organizes sources around the writer’s own claims. Your sources provide evidence, 

context, complications, and competing interpretations, but your reasoning determines the paper’s 

direction. 

Before drafting, create an outline based on ideas rather than sources: 

1 Introduction and thesis 

2 First supporting claim 

◦ Evidence from Source A 

◦ Example from the primary text 

◦ Explanation of significance 

3 Second supporting claim 

◦ Evidence from Sources B and C 

◦ Possible counterargument 

◦ Response 

4 Third supporting claim 

◦ Additional evidence 

◦ Connection to the thesis 

5 Conclusion 

Each section should answer part of the research question and contribute to the thesis. 

Give Every Paragraph a Job 

A productive body paragraph generally contains: 

• A focused topic sentence 



• Evidence 

• Explanation or analysis 

• A connection to the larger argument 

• A transition when needed 

Do not drop a quotation into a paragraph and expect it to explain itself. Introduce the source, 

present the quotation or paraphrase, and then interpret it. Explain what the evidence 

demonstrates, why it matters, and how it supports or complicates your claim. Your analysis 

should ordinarily occupy more space than the quotation. The reader assigned the paper because 

your thinking matters, not because you can assemble other people’s sentences. 

Quote Selectively and Paraphrase Honestly 

Use a direct quotation when the original wording is especially precise, revealing, authoritative, or 

important to your analysis. Paraphrase when the idea matters more than the exact wording. 

Summarize when readers need the source’s larger argument rather than its details. 

All three require citation. 

Changing a few words while preserving the source’s sentence structure is not a genuine 

paraphrase. Read the passage, look away from it, explain the idea in your own words, compare 

your version with the original, and cite the source. Avoid filling the paper with long block 

quotations simply to reach the required page count. Professors recognize padding when they see 

it. 

Write the Draft Before Trying to Perfect It 

Many students become stuck because they try to produce polished prose immediately. A first 

draft does not need to be elegant. It needs to exist. Use the outline as a guide, but begin with the 

section you understand best if the introduction feels difficult. You can write the introduction 

after the body has clarified what the paper actually argues. 

During the first draft: 

• Keep moving 

• Mark incomplete citations for immediate follow-up 

• Note where more evidence is needed 

• Allow imperfect sentences 

• Revise the thesis when the argument develops 



• Save backup copies 

Do not confuse drafting with final writing. The first draft discovers the paper; revision makes it 

readable. 

Treat Generative AI With Caution 

Artificial-intelligence tools have added a new complication to research writing. Your professor’s 

policy comes first. Some courses prohibit generative AI; others permit limited uses if they are 

disclosed or cited. Never assume that AI use is allowed. 

Generative AI can produce convincing but false information, nonexistent quotations, and 

fabricated citations. Cornell University Library notes that students and faculty need to verify AI-

generated citations and understand when AI use may amount to plagiarism or require 

acknowledgment. Never use AI to: 

• Submit AI-generated prose as your own 

• Ask AI to invent sources or quotations 

• Cite a source you have not personally located and examined 

• Upload private or restricted research materials without permission 

• Use AI to avoid doing the assigned intellectual work 

If the instructor permits AI for brainstorming, editing, or another limited purpose, follow the 

disclosure and citation requirements exactly. You remain responsible for every claim, quotation, 

and citation in the finished paper. 

Revise in Layers 

Revision is not merely correcting spelling. It is reconsidering the paper as a whole. Begin with 

the largest questions: 

Argument 

• Is the thesis clear and supportable? 

• Does the paper answer the assigned question? 

• Has the thesis changed during drafting? 

• Does every major section contribute to it? 

Organization 



• Are the sections arranged logically? 

• Does the reader receive necessary background at the right time? 

• Are any ideas repeated? 

• Would moving a paragraph improve the sequence? 

Evidence and Analysis 

• Does every major claim have sufficient support? 

• Are sources credible and appropriate? 

• Have you explained the evidence? 

• Have you represented opposing views fairly? 

• Are you relying too heavily on one source? 

Paragraphs and Sentences 

• Does each paragraph have a clear purpose? 

• Are topic sentences specific? 

• Do transitions show how ideas connect? 

• Can unnecessary words be removed? 

• Are sentences varied and readable? 

Only after addressing those issues should you concentrate on punctuation, spelling, citation 

details, and formatting. No amount of polishing can rescue a paper with inadequate research and 

no clear argument. Once the foundation is sound, however, careful editing can turn a competent 

paper into an excellent one. 

Use the Help Available to You 

A research paper is an individual assignment, but you do not have to complete the entire process 

in isolation. Ask for help from: 

• Your professor 

• A teaching assistant 

• A research librarian 



• The writing center 

• A peer-review partner 

• A tutor 

• The college’s accessibility office, when appropriate 

Ask early enough to use the advice. Showing a rough thesis to the professor two days before the 

deadline leaves little time to rethink the argument. 

Work Backward From the Deadline 

For a paper due in four weeks, a reasonable schedule might look like this: 

Week One 

• Read the assignment and rubric 

• Select and narrow the topic 

• Conduct preliminary research 

• Develop a research question 

• Confirm the citation style 

Week Two 

• Locate and evaluate sources 

• Take organized notes 

• Develop a working thesis 

• Consult the professor or librarian 

• Prepare an outline 

Week Three 

• Draft the body 

• Add and explain evidence 

• Draft the introduction and conclusion 

• Complete missing research 



Week Four 

• Revise the argument and organization 

• Strengthen paragraphs and transitions 

• Verify every quotation and citation 

• Format the paper 

• Proofread 

• Submit before the deadline 

Adjust the schedule to fit the length and difficulty of the assignment. The important point is to 

reserve time for revision rather than treating the due date as the moment to finish the first draft. 

Surrender to the Process 

The college research paper is not a punishment invented to ruin your weekend. It teaches you 

how to investigate a question, evaluate information, follow evidence, organize a complex 

argument, and communicate a conclusion clearly. Those abilities extend beyond college. 

Employers value people who can distinguish reliable information from noise, analyze competing 

claims, manage a long project, document their work, and explain what they have learned. 

Your first substantial paper may feel daunting. Begin early, divide the assignment into stages, 

and allow your understanding to develop through the work. Research, write, revise, and polish. 

Surrender to the process—but make the process work for you. 

 


