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ENGL 1301 Writing Assignment:  Research Paper  

Scope and Purpose:  Write a critical synthesis research paper on a dilemma, problem, or 

topic of controversy involving some of the texts used in your second synthesis paper and texts 
read for class since the second synthesis paper.  You should identify a key theme (e.g., 
education, inequality, literacy, the purpose of schooling, teaching methods, motivation in 
education, market choice, etc.) that you developed (or that emerged for you) in your second 
synthesis paper; support your position (stated in a clearly and succinctly stated thesis located in 
the first paragraph) with at least four scholarly, secondary sources. That is, support your thesis 
partly through reference to the readings (primary sources) from our course and through 
authoritative published scholarly sources that comment on those readings or the issues raised in 
your second synthesis paper.   

After your opening paragraph, you should write a coherent series of thoroughly developed 
paragraphs (topic sentence, quotes and examples from more than one piece or source, full 
explanation and clarification of your topic) that support your thesis through logical reasoning and 
through reference to scholarly articles.  Be sure to explain and comment adequately upon your 
points.  You must include reference to ideas which appear in the writings we have covered in 
class.  See the synthesis paper handout for further details on combining sources in your writing. 

Most of your essay should support and demonstrate your position on the issue, but you must also 
identify opposing arguments or viewpoints and refute or sufficiently question them.  What might a 
critical reader say to the points you raise?  How would you then respond? Could you draw upon 
one writer or another to support your point?  How would that conversation run and where would it 
take us? 

One approach to generating arguments is to ask, "Who benefits and who is harmed by this 
issue?"  Another approach is to argue against your own privately held position—you know the 
issue from a certain perspective; now try to answer by putting the opposition’s best case forward.  
Academic writers often gain rhetorical momentum and the respect of their audience when they 
start thinking about who might object to their claims and then responding to the possible 
objections with research and reasoned argument.  The aim is objectivity and fairness to all sides 
in a reasoned appraisal of your subject.   

Your paper will be assessed on its statement of idea, the quality and quantity of relevant material 
(good quotes and commentary), and its coherent organization. The final draft will be judged upon 
all of the above and also upon its demonstrated evidence of your mastery of the conventions of 
standard written English: spelling, punctuation, grammar, etc.  Refer to the grading rubric for 
further details of paper assessment.  

Check the syllabus for the final paper due date.   

Draft: This researched position paper (or critical synthesis) will require at least one written draft 

(refer to the syllabus). The draft must be typed and double-spaced.  Bring three copies to class. 
Please contact me if you can’t get your draft in on time.   

The thesis should be one to two concisely and carefully crafted sentences that provide both an 
argument and a road map for your reader.  The thesis should express a specific opinion about 
your topic (taking a position) and point to specific issues you plan to discuss.  The final form of 
your thesis may of course be different from the one you show me, but this draft thesis will give 
both of us the best idea you have of what your paper will prove and how it will go about proving it.   

http://vpiercy.files.wordpress.com/2010/02/synthesis_paper_description.pdf
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Audience:  Using the rules of standard written English, address the essay to your peers and 

me.  This essay is formal, so you should neither use first-person pronouns (except in the 
introduction and conclusion if you have a personal experience to share) nor second-person 
pronouns.  You should also avoid slang and an excessive use of contractions.   

General guidelines: 

1. A minimum of 1200 words is required.  (An essay shorter than that will receive no higher 
than a “C,” and the grade will probably be lower.)  There is no maximum length.  It is 
recommended that you work from, revise, and extend one of your previous synthesis 
papers.   

2. Because the purpose of the assignment is to do academic research, you must use at least 
four secondary sources, which may include newspapers (especially op-ed pieces by 
recognized scholars, magazine essays (again, by recognized or credentialed experts), or 
books from a library, or electronic documents from the Internet or an on-line database such 
as EBSCO.  Other sources such as textbooks, encyclopedias (including ones online), 
pamphlets, and other heavily digested or blatantly popularized material do not count as one 
of your four sources although you may use them.  If you do use them, you must cite them 
as you would any source.  An essay that does not use the required sources within the 
essay or that relies too heavily on a single source will receive no higher than a “C.” 

3. You may not get all of your sources from the same place such as a single database or the 
Internet, and at least three of your sources must be a paginated source (such as a print 
source or the “photographic” version of an article from a database with page numbers). 

4. Because one of the skills you are demonstrating in this essay is the integration of material 
from other sources, you must include at least four paraphrased sentences containing no 
quoted material and five quoted passages to support you’re the points you make.  One of 
those quoted passages should be a long quotation (requiring indentation), another one 
should include deleted material, which requires the use of an ellipsis mark, and another 
one should include material that has been added or changed, which requires the use of 
square brackets.  An essay without paraphrasing or quotations will receive no higher than 
a “C,” and an essay with inadequate paraphrasing (i.e. plagiarism) will receive no higher 
than a “C.”  Also, you should use a variety of methods for integrating those quotations. 

5. Save copies of the pages you use from your sources or printouts, and highlight the 
information that you use.  If questions of inadequate paraphrase come up, you’ll have 
sources that show a fair use of the passage(s) in question.   

6. If you are not sure what a research paper should generally look like, or what a synthesis is, 
I strongly urge you to re-read chapter 13 and 16 in The Wadsworth Handbook, and 
particularly the sample paper on page 266.   

7. Use parenthetical documentation and a Works Cited page in the correct MLA format. (See 
the OWL MLA style guide.) 

8. Put your work in the following order:  final copy, Works Cited, grading sheet. 

9. You must turn in an electronic copy of your paper by emailing it to me as an attachment.  
Please save copies of your paper, even drafts.  Back up and archive them in case your 
paper is lost.   

 

 

http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/747/01/

