A Short Guide to Writing History Papers




Adapted by A. Morsman
Form:
Your paper should be typed, double-spaced, with your name and the date at the top and with a title that reflects your argument.  Please use standard font size and margin widths.  Unless otherwise instructed, please submit your paper electronically via email.  Send it as a Word Document.
Evidence:

Evidence is at the heart of every effective historical argument.  In order to make your argument convincing, you must draw evidence from your sources, whether they be lectures, primary documents, or secondary works, published by other historians.  This evidence can be in the form of statements in your own words based on your reading, paraphrases of the material you read, or direct quotations from that material. You must provide citations to sources for all forms of evidence (see Citations below). 

Use direct quotations sparingly and correctly.  Never (or very rarely) use a quotation to start a paragraph.  Never use a quotation to convey basic information about your topic or ideas.  Convey the major points and information in your own words.  Use a quotation AFTER you have made your own point, and only, briefly, to illustrate or support your own point. 


In your own text, identify who is speaking in the quotation:  Abraham Lincoln wrote, “…..”  As historian Joanne Meyerowitz argued, “……”  This simple step sets up your quote and provides important contextual information for your reader.  Using a quotation without explaining to whom it belongs, when/when it was said, confuses your reader.  Don’t quote-dump.  
Avoid LONG BLOCK QUOTATIONS.  They are unnecessary in short papers, and they invite the reader to simply skip over them.

For all quotations, make sure that you have analyzed them and explained how they support the point you are trying to make.

Citations:

Your paper must employ a standardized system for source citations.  Please use footnotes and a bibliography for all quotations or paraphrased material.  Historians use the Chicago Manual of Style format, which is also called Turabian format.  [Years ago Kate Turabian worked at the University of Chicago Press and published a manual for writers that was based upon the Chicago Manual of Style format.  This is why Chicago format and Turabian are synonymous.]  There are two kinds of citation styles provided by Chicago/Turabian.  Please follow the “Notes- Bibliography” style.
You may certainly use the library online citation guide for Turabian, but for more information and more helpful examples, you should go to this link http://www.press.uchicago.edu/books/turabian/turabian_citationguide.html 

to find out how to cite secondary and primary sources used in your paper.  Remember to provide a full citation [author, title, all relevant publication information, and page number] the FIRST time that you cite something, but for every subsequent citation of that same source, use the abbreviated format: (most often) author, page number.  
Process:  Write both first and second drafts (if not more).  You need both a “think” draft and a “polished” draft.  Most college writers (and most writers in general) use a first draft to think through the material and come up with their argument.  We all think THROUGH writing; writing IS thinking.  As a result, our clearest ideas and our central argument, usually appear in the conclusion to the first draft.  This is great for a first draft, but a real problem for a second draft.

Train yourself to look carefully at the conclusion to your FIRST draft, take the strongest statement of your argument, and move it to the INTRODUCTION of your second draft.  Then use elements of the first draft, re-organized and re-written, to fully explain and prove that argument in the second draft.

Writing a Reverse Outline of your first draft is often quite illuminating about structure, content, and argument.  I highly recommend that you do this.

Structure:  Write an introduction that clearly states a precise, specific central argument, or thesis, and provides the reader with a road map for the entire paper.  If your paper is required to answer a specific question, your thesis should fully answer that question.

Again:  The thesis, or main argument should be clear at the START of the paper, by the end of the second paragraph at the LATEST.

Use the body of the paper to clearly EXPLAIN and forcefully SUPPORT that thesis. Prove that it is correct using evidence from the readings, including brief quotations. Divide the body of your paper into paragraphs of at LEAST four sentences each.

Begin each paragraph with a clear topic sentence that states the paragraph’s main point and that helps to develop the paper’s thesis.  Topic sentences should have some relevance to your central argument.
Grammar.  Write about historical actors in the simple past tense.  All historic events took place in the past.  Whenever possible, end verbs in –ed, not –ing.  You may, however, write about historians in the present tense. (Ex.: McPherson argues that Lincoln  struggled with his generals. – Do you see that McPherson – as an historian – gets the present tense, while Lincoln – as a historical actor in this case – gets the past tense?)  But if you’re worried about getting confused by tense changes, it is best to put everything in the past tense.
Eliminate the passive voice from your writing.  Passive voice combines a form of “to be,” usually “was” or “were” with the action verb in a way that deadens the language and meaning of the action:  “Speeches were made”  “Riots were held.”  In these sentences, no actual human beings take action, so the reader has no idea WHO caused historical events to occur.  Use clear sentence subjects to reveal who acted in the past, who caused historical change:  “The judge made an important decision.”  “The fugitive decided to run for his life.”  “An angry mob attacked the gathering.”
Word usage tips:

Avoid phrases like “I think”and  “I believe” and “In this paper I will demonstrate” and “In order to understand X one must first examine Y.” State your argument directly.  Let it speak for itself.  But if, in your first draft, you need such phrases to help you express your thoughts, go ahead and use them, but then be ready to polish them out of the final draft.
Avoid the phrase “the fact that” whenever humanly possible.

Proofreading:  Proofreading is different from spellchecking.  You must check to make sure that all of your sentences are complete, that all words are spelled correctly.  Spell checkers will miss words that are the WRONG word, spelled correctly:  its/it’s; there/their/they’re; mores/morays; tenets/tenants; traders/traitors.

Plagiarism:  As stated in the Middlebury College Handbook:

“Plagiarism is a violation of intellectual honesty. Plagiarism is passing off another person's work as one's own. It is taking and presenting as one's own the ideas, research, writings, creations, or inventions of another. It makes no difference whether the source is a student or a professional in some field. For example, in written work, whenever as much as a sentence or key phrase is taken from the work of another without specific citation of the source, the issue of plagiarism arises.

Paraphrasing is the close restatement of another's idea using approximately the language of the original. Paraphrasing without acknowledgment of authorship is also plagiarism and is as serious a violation as an unacknowledged quotation.”

If you have any questions involving plagiarism with regard to your work in this course, please make sure to consult with me before you submit written work.

Technology and Other Dangers:  Computers can lose papers, and so can professors. Keep a hard copy of your paper, as well as copies saved on email, an external hard drive, and/or on the college’s server.  Make sure you can produce another copy if necessary.
