
Research Paper (30% of course grade) 
  
Directions:   Choose to discuss one of the topics below.  Or approach me soon after reading this sheet 
and propose a topic of your own for consideration.  Part of learning to write good research papers is 
learning to identify and develop ideas that interest you and connect to you.  Independent topics 
suggested too late in the semester will probably not end well. 
  
Consult and correctly document secondary sources (using MLA format) where they enlarge, defend, or 
give contrast to your close reading of the texts.   
  
Remember I am most interested in your own thinking, your own meditations on the problems you set out 
to discuss.  Do not rely so much on critics’ thoughts that I cannot see what you think (there should not be 
whole pages of quotes), but be sure to include the thoughts of others as a way to distinguish your position 
on the issues you have singled out for discussion.  Referencing others’ ideas is also a way to show that 
your paper links up to current scholarly conversations and understandings about the writer, i.e., it is 
relevant.   
  
Please avoid writing a biography of the author and avoid summarizing plot(s).  Biographical details 
relevant to your research and analysis of the ideas and literary qualities of someone’s writings can often 
be referred to an endnote. 
  
The course homepage has a number of links for database and internet research. 
  
Various "stepping-stone" assignments—a draft thesis and outline, an annotated secondary bibliography, 
and rough draft—will be due at various times during the last eight weeks of the semester (see dates 
below). Your paper must relate to post-1750 British literature, but otherwise you are free to choose a topic 
that you find interesting. 
  
For excellent information and guide on how to avoid plagiarism, see Avoiding Plagiarism from the Online 
Writing Lab (OWL) at Purdue University.  I will ask you to turn the final version of your paper in at 
Turnitin.com during the last week of class. 
  
Length:  Minimum of six typed pages, not counting works cited page.    
            
Due Dates:* 
 March 29

th
 or 30

th
: Draft of thesis and outline due (5%) 

April 12
th

 or 13
th

: Annotated bibliography due, need at least four scholarly sources described and 
evaluated.  (See the description of what an annotated bibliography is at Purdue University’s OWL site; 
and also see a sample annotated bibliography there as well.) (5%) 
April 19

th
 or 20

th
: Draft of research paper due. (5%) 

May 3
rd

 or May 4
th

:  Final draft due. (15%) 
  
*Due dates are reflect whether you are in the Monday night class or the TTh class. 
  
Possible Topics 
  
As for topics to begin thinking about, is there anyone we have read that interests you and that you would 
like to learn more about?  Doing a research paper (not a biography) on a particular poet or writer is a 
great way to learn more about his or her work.  For instance, you might go to the MLA bibliography 
(available through our library’s online databases) and run some searches on a poet you are interested in 
or on ideas prevalent during the Romantic, Victorian, or Modern periods that intrigue you.  Find an article 
or two that looks interesting, read the first couple of pages, check those authors’ works cited, see what 
themes and ideas they find to be most controversial or most important in that poet’s work.  That is not a 
bad way to start figuring out what you want to write about.   
 

http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/589/01/
http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/614/01/
http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/614/02/
http://lscsproxy.lonestar.edu/login?url=http://galenet.galegroup.com/servlet/LitRC?locID=nhmccd_main&srchtp=mla&ste=121


Usually one starts to take issue with the research one reads and begins to construct one’s own position 
on the poet.  There begins to be a thread or trail of discussion and citation that you can follow through the 
references in the articles, books, or book chapters, or scholarly websites you find.  Pretty soon you have 
met or exceeded the required number of sources for the paper and should have a running conversation 
about the poet or ideas in question with the critics and scholars you have read. 
  
A comparative research paper is also welcome.  You might look at what you take to be the two principal 
poems by, say, Blake and Wordsworth, and discuss their differences in terms of concerns, approaches, 
symbolism, themes, ideas, politics, etc.  A close reading of a few poems by one author, with reference to 
outside research, would also be an excellent exercise.  
  
Here are some broader English literary topics you might consider: 
  

The major differences in the 1
st
 and 2

nd
 generation poets of the Romantic Age 

Wordsworth as the founder of the Romantic movement: what brought about the movement 
Wordsworth and how he became disillusioned with the Romantic Age 
Analysis and discussion of the Bryonic Hero, with reference to analysis of Childe Harold's Pilgrimage 
Samuel Coleridge/ Mary Shelley as Gothic Writers 
The origins and rebirth of the Gothic Movement 
The industrial Revolution and its effect on the Romantic Age 
Compare and contrast the writers of the Romantic Age to the 18

th
 or 17

th
 century, e.g., Milton’s 

influence 
Victorian reactions to Romanticism 
Modernist reactions to Victorian writing 
A critical study of changes in religion during the nineteenth century 
Treatment of children and/or the poor in the nineteenth century 
Romanticism in literature, music and/or painting 
The Decadent poets and writers from the 1890s 
The development of medicine, psychology or philosophy in England 
British Fin de Siécle artists 
The English World War I poets  
Modernism in English literature 
Realism in English literature 
Postmodernism in English literature, e.g., the work of John Fowles 
  

You may also do a researched critical analysis, informed by reference to current scholarly work, of one of 
the novels from the post-1750 period: Mary Shelley's Frankenstein, Charlotte Brontë's Jane Eyre, Joseph 
Conrad's Heart of Darkness, or Oscar Wilde's The Importance of Being Earnest, or Bernard Shaw's 
play, Mrs. Warren's Profession.  You may also choose works by William Blake, William Wordsworth, John 
Keats, The Brownings, John Stuart Mill, Thomas Hardy, W.B. Yeats, T.S. Eliot, Virginia Woolf, D.H. 
Lawrence or Doris Lessing or Chinua Achebe.  You may also choose works by any of the writers in 
our Norton Anthology, volumes D, E, or F. 
 


