North Georgia College and State University

Department of History

ADVICE ON WRITING GOOD HISTORY PAPERS

All good History papers include TWO characteristics: first, consistent use of clear, active prose, and second, sound and consistent construction.  Writing active prose requires a commitment to remove as much superfluous prose as possible from your writing, and also removing as many examples of the verb “to be,” in all its forms, as possible.  Often the preposition “by” accompanies the “to be” verb, so look for it as a sign that your sentences are passive.  For guides that will help you recognize passive constructions, see the following sites:

 http://owl.english.purdue.edu/handouts/grammar/g_actpass.html
http://www.unc.edu/depts/wcweb/handouts/passivevoice.html
Regarding paper construction, there are a number of steps that all good history papers must take.  First, construct a clear, strong thesis, or argument, and include it in your introductory paragraph.  This argument is often called a thesis statement.  A thesis statement indicates the following to the reader: (1) what the paper is about, i.e. the subject matter, (2) what you plan to argue about this subject matter.  The second of these steps is often the most difficult to grasp.  To get started, begin researching your topic, and examine existing arguments – these are always located within the introductory sections of scholarly works, or journal articles.  Once you understand others’ arguments, you can begin to define your position in relation to them.  In other words, examining and critically analyzing other author’s theses allows you to develop your own.  This process should begin as soon as you choose a paper topic at the beginning of the class, and should continue during your research efforts.  Once you have completed your research, your thesis should be clear, both to you, and your instructor.  Always consult your instructor about your thesis, and if you are unsure about your direction, ask for help.

For more help on thesis statements, see the following sites:

http://www.unc.edu/depts/wcweb/handouts/thesis.html
http://www.fas.harvard.edu/~wricntr/documents/Thesis.html
http://www.wcu.edu/writingcenter/isource.asp?page=tstatements.html
Once you have articulated your thesis, you are ready to begin the next phase; constructing your content paragraphs.  These paragraphs make up the meat of your paper – they reinforce your thesis through the presentation of evidence selected to support it.  These content paragraphs should also include the following: (1) a topic sentence at the start of the paragraph that explicitly refers back to your thesis in some way, and (2) a transitional sentence at the end of the paragraph that bridges each succeeding paragraph.


After you have assembled enough evidence to support your thesis in your content paragraphs, then it is time to end your paper with a concluding paragraph.  Concluding paragraphs always include a reiteration of your thesis that refocuses the reader on your main arguments.  Try to include some personal perspective here also – in other words, explain why this paper topic interested you, and why you felt it was important enough to justify its construction as a term or research paper.

These recommendations are only effective if employed together with the following practices, or habits.  First, effective time management is essential when writing history papers.  Time management involves several interrelated factors:

(1) select your topic early, and begin acquiring your research materials early, either through the Stewart Library, GIL Express, or through Galileo.

(2) begin writing immediately, even if it is only thoughts and vague ideas.  Having something in front of you provides a vital foundation for further writing.

(3) share your thoughts and ideas with your instructor early and often – by taking this initiative, you demonstrate your commitment to the paper and show your instructor that you care about the outcome.

Second, begin approaching your research materials with a purpose.  This means learning how to “gut” books and journal articles quickly and efficiently by reading and extracting their most relevant and valuable sections.  Three sections within books are most useful in this regard; the introduction, the conclusion, and the bibliography.  During your research phase, concentrate on these sections only, and them move on to the next source.  After you have identified the most important evidence from each source, then you can return and read other sections.  Applying this method allows you to quickly answer two fundamental questions; can I write this paper, and what will my thesis be?  Once you have answered both these questions, you are on your way.

Third, understand and commit to the idea that good writing emerges as part of a process, not an event. In other words, revise and redraft your work often.  Use available campus facilities, like the Writing Center, to help you refine and improve your writing.  Every redraft produces a better paper. For more help on editing and proofreading, see the following site:

http://www.unc.edu/depts/wcweb/handouts/thesis.html
These suggestions are not comprehensive, but are designed to assist you in your journey as a History or Social Science major.  Good luck.

Sincerely
History Department Faculty

