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12 Steps to a Successful 

Research Paper 
 

 

 
Don’t panic!  Writing your research paper doesn’t have to make you look like this guy/gal. On this 
page I have included the twelve steps that I have my students follow when writing their research 
papers. If you follow these steps carefully, you will easily achieve success with your assignment. Note 
– These steps are specific to any English class, but they can be easily adapted to most research paper 
assignments. 

 

Step 1: Choose and limit topic. 
 
Step 2: Look through available material. 
 
Step 3: Write thesis statement. 
 
Step 4: Write key questions. 
 
Step 5: Make source cards. 
 
Step 6: Take notes. 
 
Step 7: Sort notes according to subject heading. 
 
Step 8: Write trial outline. 
 
Step 9: Read and take more notes. 
 
Step 10: Revise outline. 
 
Step 11: Write rough draft. 
 
Step 12: Revise, edit, and write final draft. 
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Define Your Assignment 
 

1. Who is your audience?        

Someone will be reading your paper and that reader has certain expectations of your 

paper. 

 

Do you need books?      How many?    

Do you need journal articles?      How many?    

Do the books or journals have to be scholarly?      

The books or journals that you use for your paper are considered your sources. Do your 

sources have to cover or be written in a certain time period?      

The sources that you use in your research paper have to be cited in a “References” list or 

“Works Cited” page. Did your instructor assign the MLA style, APA style, or some other 

style manual?            

The “References” list, “Bibliography,” or “Works Cited” page serves three purposes: 

1. The reader can easily find the sources that you used in your paper. 

2. The reader can evaluate the sources. 

3. The reader can verify your research or build on your research and 

conclusions. 

2. Summarize your search topic:          

________________________________________________________________________ 

Alternate search topic:           

3. Divide your topic into major concepts. 

Write the concepts on the bolded lines below, in order of their importance. 

Under each major concept, list alternative (or synonymous) terms for your topic. 

 

First Major Concept    and  Second Major Concept    and    Third Major Concept 

                    

             

 

or      or                      or      

or      or                      or      

or      or                      or      

or      or                      or      

Before You Write A Research Paper 
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Research Papers: General 

Information  

 
Characteristics of a Research Paper 

Research papers fall into the category of formal writing. This does not mean that you have to 

wear a tuxedo and drink tea from a china cup while writing your paper. What is does mean is that 

you have to follow certain rules when you write so that your writing is clear to your audience. 

When you write a research paper, you always want to keep in mind the purpose of your writing. 

A research paper is not intended to entertain your audience, but rather to inform them. When 

writing formally, you should follow these guidelines: 

 Write in the third person. That means you can not use pronouns such as I, you, etc. 

 Do not use slang words. This is just not appropriate for formal writing. You want to 

sound professional. 

 Do not use contractions. 

 

3 Main Parts of a Research Paper 

Research papers have three main parts: the introduction, the body, and the conclusion. 

The Introduction 

The first part of the paper is the introduction. The introduction should contain three main 

elements: 

 Attention grabber – The very first thing you want to do when writing your research 

paper is grab your reader’s attention. If you do not get the attention of your reader 

immediately, he or she will not want to finish reading your paper. If your reader happens 

to be the person grading your paper that could be especially detrimental. Here are some 

suggestions for beginning your paper: 

 Start with a scenario. In other words, make up an example story that illustrates some 

important aspect of your paper. For example, if you were writing a paper comparing 

Japanese education to U.S. education, you might start your paper with a scenario 

describing a typical school day for a Japanese student. 

 Start with a question. Come up with an interesting or intriguing question pertaining to 

your topic that will cause your reader to think about that topic. 

 Start with an interesting fact, quotation, or startling statistic. By beginning your paper 

with information that will surprise or shock your reader, you are almost guaranteed to 

grab their attention right from the start. For example, if you were writing a paper about 
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child abuse, you might start with a startling statistic of the number of children that are 

killed each day due to abuse. 

 Thesis statement – Your thesis statement lets the reader know what the focus of your 

paper will be. It is not a statement of fact. Instead, it causes you to have to analyze, 

evaluate, and make a judgment regarding your topic. This is where you identify the 

mystery that you are trying to solve. 

 Statement of topics to be covered – The last part of your introduction will let the 

reader know what topics you will be covering in your paper. These topics will basically 

be the main headings from your outline. 

The Body 

The body of your paper will contain most of your findings from your research. It should 

be organized in a logical manner and contain transitions to connect your ideas together. 

In the body of your paper you will use information that you find from other sources 

(which you will give credit to through the use of parenthetical documentation to help in 

the analysis of your thesis statement). These are the clues that help solve the mystery. 

The Conclusion 

The conclusion of your paper is probably the most important part of the paper because it 

is the last impression you make on your reader. In your conclusion you will want to do 

three things: 

 Refer back to the introduction – This helps connect your paper together. It gives 

your reader a sense of completion. If you started your paper with a scenario, continue or 

finish it in your conclusion. If you started with a question, answer it or ask it again in a 

different way. 

 Address your thesis statement – This was the focus of your paper. Stress its 

importance. You want to make sure you “solve” the mystery that you proposed. 

 Leave a strong final impression – You might want to leave your reader with a 

thought to ponder. Show the reader how your facts and examples tie together to 

emphasize your thesis.  

 

    Details! Details! Details! 

Anytime you write a paper for a class, it is important to follow the proper format for the paper 

and to follow the guidelines given by your instructor. When you write a research paper, it is 

especially important to follow the exact directions given to you by your teacher. When you are 
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told that your margins have to be a certain width, that your title page has to be set up a certain 

way, and that you can’t include any pictures, make sure that you follow these instructions. Your 

teacher is not trying to torture you or stifle your creativity. She or he is just trying to teach you 

different, more formal style of writing that happens to have a lot of rules. 

Be flexible! – Different teachers have different expectations when it comes to writing research 

papers. One teacher may want you to cite your sources using footnotes, and another teacher 

might want you to use parenthetical documentation. That’s okay! Both ways are valid methods. 

You will be successful if you adapt to the requirements specified by your teacher. 

 

 

Step 1: Choose and limit topic. 

In some classes students choose their own topic for their research papers. This is so that they get 

the chance to focus on a topic they are interested in instead of one that is of interest to the 

teacher. 

Choosing a topic can be overwhelming, so here are a couple of suggestions to help get you 

started: 

 Pick a topic that you are interested in but that you do not know a lot about. If you choose 

a topic that you are already familiar with, you will be more likely to become bored with 

it. Also, it will be harder for you to keep an open mind to new ideas about that topic. 

 Read the newspaper and watch the television news to get ideas about current topics of 

interest. The news is full of controversial and interesting stories that might give you an 

idea for a research paper. 

 Think about current problems that are facing society today. These topics are usually 

interesting, meaningful, and allow for easy thesis statement development. 

 Go to Researchpaper.com. This site contains a large index of research paper topics. Many 

of them are intended for high school and college projects, but there are some topics that 

might be of interest to you. 

After you choose your topic, you will want to limit that topic. In other words, you will want to 

narrow it down. For example, if I chose the topic of the Civil War, that would be an example of a 

topic that is too broad. I could write volumes of books on that topic. Instead, I could pick a 

specific event that occurred during the Civil War on which to focus my research, such as the 

Battle of Gettysburg. Make sure that the topic you choose is suitable for the length of paper that 

you have been assigned to write. 

 

 

Step 2: Look through available material. 

Once you have decided your topic and narrowed it down, you will need to go to the library to see 

if there is enough information available on your topic. By looking through available materials, 

you will be able to determine, first of all, if enough materials are available for you to 
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successfully complete your assignment. Secondly, by scanning information on your topic you 

will be able to develop your thesis statement. 

Most of the materials that you will find will come from three main sources: books, periodicals 

(magazines and newspapers), and the Internet. 

 Books – To find information on your topic in books, you will need to begin your search 

at the card catalog. Many libraries now have their card catalogs on computer, which 

makes it very easy to search for information by topic. 

 Periodicals – To find information on your topic in magazines, you will need to look in the 

Readers’ Guide to Periodical Literature. This is a monthly index of magazine articles 

that allows you to search for articles by topic. Some libraries also have periodical 

databases online. See if your library subscribes to a service called Ebsco Host 

(http://ebsco.more.net) that allows you to search for magazines and newspaper articles. 

The one drawback to this service for us is that you must search at school if it is a service 

provided by the school. 

 Internet – When searching for information on the Internet, you will want to begin by 

going to a search engine. Using a search engine on the Internet allows you to look for 

information by searching a topic. You will type in your topic or words related to your 

topic, and the search engine will return a list of sites that it found that contains those 

words. Make sure that your search request is as specific as possible. If you are too 

general, you will end up with too many sites to search. For example, if you want 

information on John F. Kennedy’s assassination, do not type in “presidents.” Start your 

search with specific information, and if you do not receive good results, then become 

broader with your request. 

Note: You always want to make sure that the Internet sources you are citing are valid. 

 

Step 3: Write thesis statement. 

The thesis statement is a sentence in the beginning of the paper that identifies the purpose of the 

paper. It tells the “mystery” that you are trying to solve. It should be a statement that will cause 

you to have to make an evaluation or judgment about the topic. It should not be something that is 

a proven fact that cannot be argued. Your thesis statement should be specific in nature, not 

broad. You should be able to answer this question if your thesis is not too broad. 

The purpose of this paper is to research      in order to determine   

       . 

This may not be acceptable to other teachers. Most high school English teachers will tell you that 

this is exactly what you should not do for a thesis statement. 

IMPORTANT: When developing your thesis statement, you should not think that you 

already know the answer. If you already have preconceived opinions about the topic, you will 

not be able to effectively evaluate your topic. Most people already have a preconceived belief on 

this topic and cannot evaluate it with an open mind. Also consult your teacher for examples of 

good thesis statements.  

http://ebsco.more.net/
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Step 4: Write key questions. 

Before you actually begin taking notes, you need to write 10 questions that help answer the 

mystery proposed by your thesis statement. These questions should be factual in nature. Their 

purpose is to guide your research. They help keep you on the topic. 

When you write your key questions, keep your thesis statement in front of you at all times. You 

want to make sure that every question you write will help you answer that thesis. For example, if 

my thesis statement dealt with evaluating the theories of J.F.K.’s assassination, I would not want 

to write a question such as, “When was J.F.K. born?” This would not help solve my mystery. 

Instead I might ask, “Who were the suspects in J.F.K.’s assassination?” This question pertains 

directly to my thesis statement. 

 
 
 
 

Step 5: Make source cards. 

After you have gathered all the books, magazines, Internet articles, etc. that you plan to use for 

your research paper, you will need to make source cards for each source. A source card lists all 

of the information about the source that would be included in the bibliography of the paper. 

 There are many different formats for doing a bibliography and you will need to make 

sure that you follow the format given to you by your teacher. 

 Sample Source Cards 

 

MAGAZINE     Color 

       Code 

 

Last, first author’s name. “Title of 

magazine article.” Title of 

Magazine. Day Month Year: page 

numbers. 

BOOK     Color 

       Code 

 

 

Last, first author’s name. Title of Book. 

City of publication: Publisher, 

Copyright date. 
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Step 6: Take notes. 

Writing a research paper calls for a lot of skimming, reading, and vise-versa. You want to take 

notes on those ideas and pieces of information that relate directly to your topic. Take good notes 

the first time you read and organize them so that they will be useful when you begin to write 

your paper. First, make a bibliography card (on a 3” x 5” index card) for each source. The 

information on these cards will be used in the bibliography or reference or works cited page(s) at 

the end of the paper. 

Do I have to read every single book? 

When you sit down with your sources to take notes, you are not expected to read every single 

word in every single book, magazine, etc. Instead you will do a lot of skimming and scanning. 

Use the table of contents, the index, and subject headings to help you locate information that 

might be of value to your paper. Look for facts, theories, and experts’ opinions to support your 

thesis and answer your key questions. 

What do I have to put on my note cards? 

Include these five things on each note card: 

1. Color Code – In the upper right-hand corner of each card, place the color code of the 

corresponding source card. This lets you know which book the information came from. 

This will be very important when you have to do your parenthetical documentation later 

in your paper. 

2. Outline Number – In the upper left-hand corner of each card, place the Roman numeral 

that corresponds to your outline. You will not do this until Step 10. 

3. Subject Heading – On the top center of each card, write a one or two-word subject 

heading that describes specifically what the note is about. For example, if the note 

describes one of the theories of J.F.K.’s assassination, the subject heading might be 

“theories.” 

4. Page Number – In the lower right-hand corner, write the page number of the book on 

which you found the information. 

5. The Note Itself 

 Write only one per card. If you have an “and” in your subject heading, you should 

have two cards. Also, if the author has switched paragraphs, you should switch 

cards. Your cards will vary in length, and should not be longer than 3 or 4 

sentences. 

 Use specific details (not just a couple of words) when you write down 

information. If you are not specific, you will not remember the meaning of the 

information. Also, make sure you write legibly. If you can not read it, the 

information will be of no use to you. 

 Make sure you paraphrase the information as you take notes. That basically 

means you should write the information in your own words. If you copy 
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information directly from a source, put the information in quotation marks. This 

way you will avoid plagiarism (copying/stealing). 

What should my note card look like? 

Sample note card 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

Step 7: Sort notes according to subject heading. 

After you have written about thirty note cards, sort your note cards based on the subject heading. 

Once you have done this, combine similar categories so that you end up with 3 to 5 

piles/categories. Depending on your topic, you can have more than 5 categories, but more than 7 

are too many. These categories will become the main topics for your trial outline. 

 

 
Step 8: Write trial outline. 

After you have sorted your card into 3 to 5 categories, decide what the cards in each pile have in 

common and give each category a name. These category names will serve as the main topics for 

your outline. 

This outline is just a preliminary one to help you start organizing your notes and to let you know 

in what areas you need to do more research. That means that it only has Roman numerals. It is a 

topic outline, which means it consists of short phrases to suggest ideas instead of complete 

sentences. 

To begin your outline, decide what order you want to use each category when you write your 

paper. Make sure that you place them in some logical order (chronological, spatial, order of 

importance, etc.). 

You also need to make sure that your outline is parallel. This means that the word construction is 

similar. Look at the following examples. 

Example 1 

I. How to ride a horse 

II. Feeding a horse 

Outline #         Color 

          Code 

Subject Heading 
 

Note – one idea per card. Use “ ” if 

copying the exact words. 
 

 

         Page number 
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III. To groom a horse 

Example 2 

I. Riding a horse 

II. Feeding a horse 

III. Grooming a horse 

In example 1, each category is worded differently. In example 2, each topic begins with an –ing 

word. Example 2 is parallel in construction. 

 
 

Step 9: Read and take more notes. 

In this step you basically repeat step 6. Look at your piles of note cards and decide which ones 

you do not have much information on. Also, look at your key questions to help determine what 

you still need to research. Once you decide in which areas you need more information, return to 

your sources to take more notes. 

A good question to ask about now is, “How do I know I am finished?” There are two ways I 

usually tell my students to make this decision: 

1. You have taken every note you can from all of your sources. You cannot find any 

more information that would be valuable to your paper. 

2. You can “answer” your thesis. 

If either of these things is true, then you are finished taking notes. By the time you are finished, 

you will probably have around 50 to 100 note cards. 

After you have finished taking notes, you should have some idea, however, vague, of how to 

organize your paper. Go through your note cards; arrange and rearrange them until you have 

them in some kind of order. Then write an outline, using your ordered note cards as an aid. 

Remember: the more detailed your outline, the easier it will be to sit down and write the paper. 

 
 
 

Step 10: Revise outline. 

In this step you will basically do the same thing as step 7. You should sort your cards back into 

categories, adding a category if you need to now that you have more cards. 

Once you have your cards sorted back into main categories, take each pile and sort it into sub-

categories. For example, if one of my main categories was called “different types of 

meteorologists,” I might divide that category into the sub-topics of researchers, T.V. 

weathercasters, and storm chasers.   

After your cards are all divided into main categories and sub-categories, decide what order you 

want to use them in your paper. At this point, you can now put the outline number on your note 

cards. For example, if one of your cards were about a television weathercaster, you would label 

the card I.B. 
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EX:  I. Different types of meteorologists 

A. Researchers 

B. T.V. weathercasters 

C. Storm chasers 

By putting outline numbers on your cards, it will help you keep them in the order that you want 

to use them in the body of your research paper. 

 
 

Step 11: Write rough draft. 

Your rough draft will contain everything that your final draft will have. You should make sure 

that you have an introduction, body, and conclusion. (Make reference to characteristics of a 

research paper.) 

Citing sources in the body of your paper 

When you begin writing the body of your paper, start with the first main category of your outline 

(I.). Write a topic sentence for that paragraph. Next, start using your note cards for that category. 

Every time you use information from one of your note cards, you must give the original author 

credit for that information. We do this in the form of parenthetical documentation. For each note 

that you use, I would suggest that you try to add a sentence that elaborates of explains your note. 

That way you do not end up with a paper that is only citations from your sources. 

Works Cited List (Bibliography) 

Your rough draft should include a works cited page. This page lists all of the sources that you 

used in your paper. To construct your works cited list, take your source cards and alphabetize 

them by the author’s last name (or whatever is listed first on the card). If you did not use a 

source in the paper, do not include it in the list. 

 

 

Step 12: Revise, edit, and write final draft. 

Once your rough draft is complete, read it and see if everything makes sense. Check to see it you 

need to add or take away any information. Then check it for spelling, grammar, and punctuation 

errors. After you have done this yourself, have a friend or parent do the same thing. They will 

catch some things that you missed. 

Once your revisions and corrections are made, you are ready to write your final draft. Make sure 

that you follow the format that your teacher gives you. 

Here are a few format requirements that I have for my students: 

 Your margins should be 1 inch on the top, right-hand side, and bottom. The left-hand 

margin should be 1.5 inches. 

 The first page of your paper should be a title page. Centered in the top third of your page 

should be the title of your paper. Centered in the bottom third of your paper should be 

your name, the name of the class, and the date the paper is due. 
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 The second page of your paper should be a copy of your outline. It should be centered on 

the page and should start with the title of the paper. 

 The third page of your paper should be the first page of the actual research. Your title 

should be centered at the top of the page. Double space, and then start typing your 

introduction, etc. 

 The fourth page of your paper will actually be the second page of the actual research. At 

the top of the page you should have the number 2 centered. This is the first page that will 

have a page number. Double space and continue with the rest of your paper. The rest of 

your pages should follow this format, reflecting the change in page number. 

 The last page of your paper will be your works cited page. Centered at the top of the page 

will be the words “Works Cited.” There will be no page number. Follow the stated format 

for writing your sources. 

 

 

 

That’s All, Folks! 

 

Once you have completed step 12, you are finished with your paper! Hopefully you feel a great 

sense of satisfaction at completing a rather monumental task (or at least a sense of relief). You 

have now solved the mystery of the research paper! (Refer to presentation paper.) 

Presenting the Paper 

Your job is not quite finished. After writing the paper, you must prepare its physical 

presentation. Unless told otherwise, you should type your paper double-spaced, with one-inch 

margins on all four sides of each page. Your paper should feature a title page, the body of the 

paper, and then the bibliography, “Works Cited,” or “References” page(s). If your instructor 

prefers some variation of this model that will usually be specified in advance. Once again, it is 

important to stress that a paper is a whole product. A paper that contains impeccable research, 

cogent analysis, and brilliant writing will still evoke a negative reaction from the reader if it is 

wrinkled, printed sloppily, or barely readable because the ink on the ribbon is exhausted. Some 

general guidelines include: 

1. Printed material is preferable. Most instructors will not accept handwritten reports. 

Even if printing is not mandatory, a printed report has a more professional image than does a 

handwritten report.  

2. Make sure the print is easily legible. When you type or print your report, make sure 

that the ribbon or ink cartridge is up to par. 

3. Do not play the margins, spacing, and font game. Professors are not naïve and have 

read veritable mountains of papers. Having extra-wide margins; leaving extra spaces between 

paragraphs, headings, and excerpts; or using larger-size type or fonts to stretch a paper out 

(or doing the opposite to squeeze it in) are very obvious. You will not fool the instructor or 

anyone else. So, why bother? 
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4. Number your pages. It is not uncommon for students to turn in papers with the pages 

out of order. Numbering the pages cuts down on this mistake. Also, unbound papers 

sometimes fall apart and must be reassembled. Numbered pages will facilitate this. 

5. Securely fasten the paper together. Paper clips are a bad idea. Staples or one of the 

various types of binders sold by your bookstore are better. 

6. Read your paper one last time. Even if the paper seems finished, you can still find 

mistakes that prior proofreading missed. A last-minute pen-and-ink (never pencil) correction 

that is inserted neatly is better than an error. 

7. Go home and relax. Get a pizza, watch some television, or catch a movie! You 

deserve it after working hard and writing a great paper. Congratulations! 


