
Guide to Writing Academic Papers

Writing papers can be fairly daunting, particularly if you start by just sitting in front of the blank pages
on your computer, wondering how you could possibly fill them up to your professor’s expectations. The
problem with this approach is that it tries to handle the paper all at once. Papers, however, are too big and
too complicated to do all in one pass. Instead, it is better to break the project up into stages. Here I’ll walk
through what each step in the process looks like for my own writing process.

Step One: Capture

Before turning to a paper, you need to have some ideas. They do not have to be fully fleshed out, and many
of them might end up being tossed out. Some of them, however, will end up being a paper that you can
get excited about. I follow two principles in my capture phase. First is ubiquitous capture, which is simply
the idea that whenever you have an idea, make sure to write it down (or put it into your smart phone!).
Just finish a conversation with a friend that gives you all sorts of ideas? Read a book or essay that just
doesn’t quite sit right with you? Write it down, and store it in a note file (I like to use the online application
Evernote for this). When it comes time to write a paper, you can review these notes, and you instantly have
a whole file of possible topics and arguments.

The second principle is to write constantly. Not only does this help you develop your skills and comfort with
writing, but it also is a great source of ideas. Each day, I write 750 words of text (about three double spaced
pages) on whatever is on my mind. This is a frequent source of inspiration. Forcing oneself to write brings
up ideas that one might have glided over without writing them up. Plus, it helps you sort out the ideas.
Being specific about those thoughts that sound great in your head will show you what the weak points are
and where you should focus your attention.

Step Two: Brainstorming and Planning

Once you have a topic, you should set yourself with the task of brainstorming some ideas of how to pursue
it. What research questions do you want to start with? What thoughts do you already have on the subject?
Come up with as many as you can (I typically task myself with coming up with at least 5 ideas during any
brainstorming session, whether they are good or not). Remember, you are not writing a paper yet, and you
are not committed to any arguments yet. The more ideas you get on paper, the better you will understand
the space you are working in.

Once you’ve got a sense of the questions you want to ask, plan a reading list. You’ll want to create a list
(and keep a list, don’t trust your memory!) of every article or book that looks like it might be useful to
you. The key to research is finding a seed, a source that you can use to start finding other relevant articles.
One of the best places to start is with the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. Not only do they provide a
useful overviews of the philosophical work on the topic, but they have great bibliographies. Once you have
a few sources, you can check their bibliographies, and see who they cite. Philosophy is a conversation, and
once you have an in, it is much easier to unravel it! At this stage, however, don’t focus on reading all of the
articles. You just want to get a good sense of the sources you’ll want to use, and to create a list of all of the
articles you think you should read.

And the end of each stage, you should ask yourself if you can move on to the next one. For each step, I’ll
provide a ”move on” condition, the place that you should be before you move on to the next one. If you
aren’t there yet, just keep going through the current step until you do meet that condition.

You can move on if: you have a list of sources to read, and a rough idea of my research topic.

Step Three: Research

Now it is time to read those articles, and the key here is read them in the right way. For a research paper,
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there are at least two parts to that. First, take notes. For each article you read, prepare a short summary of
the argument and a file of notes on the details. Not only will this help you understand the argument better,
but you will be glad you have a record of what the author says after you have read a whole slew of articles.
If you’ve read twenty articles on one topic, it can be tricky keeping all of the details straight in your head!
Good notes are a life saver.

Second, read with your particular interests in mind. What parts of the author’s argument look like good
points for you to discuss in your paper? What part of that particular paper is relevant to your interests? Is
the author making an argument that you think you can argue against? All throughout the research stage
you will be sharpening the rough brainstorms you came up with in stage two. By asking these questions
throughout the reading process, you’ll make reading the articles easier (since you’ll focus in on the parts
that really matter to you), but you’ll also begin to see how to use your research in your paper.

You can move on if: you have read through your list of sources.

Step Four: Outlining

There are a couple of different ways to think about an outline. First, the outline can be used to give the
structure of the paper. In this kind of outline, you might give a list of the points you want to make, and
the order in which you’ll make them. The second way, though, is to give an argumentative outline. In an
argumentative outline, your primary focus should be on stating the main arguments of your essay in a brief,
and to the point fashion. At the same time, you’ll want the outline to be specific enough that you, or anyone
else, could read the outline and give feedback on your argument.

The aim here is to ignore questions of presentation (or page length!) and simply think about the arguments
you want to offer. To do this, I like to create a single document divided into two columns. Each point I have
to provide an argument for gets its own paragraph, and I number all of the paragraphs. This will make life
easier in the next step. For now, what you want to focus on is the content of your arguments. Have you
offered a persuasive case for your thesis? Have you identified the places where you will need to develop your
ideas, or make them more specific? Which arguments fit together, and which stand alone?

You can move on if: you have a completed outline of your arguments.

Step Five: Revising the Outline

There are two reasons why I like to put a single argument in each short paragraph, and number those para-
graphs, in my outlines. One is that it makes it much easier to move arguments around. Before writing my
paper, all I have to do is cut and paste them from one section of the outline to another. The other is that
an important part of revising your outline is having friends, classmates and colleagues read your outline. It
does not take too long to read an outline (much less than a full paper!) and having fresh eyes on the outline
is very helpful. Ideas that seem obvious to you may not be obvious to others, and that is a good sign that
you need to develop that point a bit more.

I also like to carry my outline around with me for awhile before moving on to the next stage. For a long
term project, that usually means carrying it around for a couple of weeks. For a short paper, it might be a
few days. The outline is short, so when you have an extra 10-15 minutes of time to do work, pull out your
outline and consider your arguments! Thinking about them at different times, when you are in different
states of mind, will help you think about the arguments in different ways. Remember also that it is much
easier to make changes at this stage than it is when you have an entire paper done. The more work you do
figuring out what parts of your argument need to be fixed, changed or replaced, the less work you will have
to do at the end of the process. Take notes on your outline, and then, with notes you get from friends, make
revisions to your outline.

You can move on if: you are happy with the outline you have, that is, when you read it, you do not think
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you need to make any more serious revisions.

Step Six: Writing

It is only here at the penultimate stage that you do the actual writing of your paper. The nice thing about
approaching writing in this way, is that you have made this part much, much easier. Writing papers is
particularly difficult when you need to think about your ideas at the same time as you write them up. By
developing an outline and revising it multiple times, you should have a clear idea of what to write. Now,
simply break down that outline into a few chunks, and then write each section. If you find that you are not
sure what to write, then your outline probably was not clear enough. At this point, you should mostly be
presenting and explaining the ideas and arguments you have already worked out.

You can move on if: you have a complete draft of your essay.

Step Seven: Final Revisions

Finally, it is time to proof read your essay and make any final revisions you need. This is usually easier on
a printed copy, but one thing you should be sure to do is to proof read the essay a day or so after you finish
writing it. It is difficult to proof read your own work because you’ll tend to read what you meant, rather
than what it actually says. Taking a day or more off from it helps you look at it with fresh eyes, and it is
easier to catch your mistakes. It is also useful to get a friend to help you at this stage as well.

Once you’ve proofread it, make the changes, and then proofread it again. I do at least two revisions for any
paper, and more if I keep finding problems. Head back into your word processor, make the changes you need
to make, and you are ready to turn it in!

You can move on if: you are confident you’ve caught all of the mistakes.

The key to this approach to paper writing is to break things down into manageable chunks. This is also helps
you to work on a paper over a longer stretch of time (you can’t go through all the steps the night before
a paper is due!). Not only does this make writing it easier, but it will help you write better papers. Good luck!
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