ESSAY RESEARCH and WRITING HELP

Some Initial Considerations

· History essays are NOT like other essays: many essays are discipline specific in the style/analysis and in format - especially true with notations/referencing – you are encouraged to read the course outline for specifics and to come see me for guidance
· writing good essays takes practice and experience: it is NOT easily done or “picked up” quickly and even if you have experience writing essays (even history essays) you should always remember that each and every assignment is different – you are only as good as your last paper, so don’t get cocky or lazy 
· at the same time, don’t get intimidated by the exercise: you have the ability and skills to learn and do well, just as you have learned other things: and no topic is so complicated that you can’t figure it out

· my markers and I take your work very seriously, and will mark it with all that entails: we read them very carefully for content, style, argumentation, and (of course) research 

· we will give you extensive help if you take the time to come see us, and we will give you extensive feedback/commentary on your paper with a grade well-justified in accordance with discipline/academic practice and university guidelines 
· we expect strong work from you and will mark accordingly: this is a university course, academic in orientation, with heavy and complicated content: the proverbial “bar” is set high to encourage you to respect academic standards and your own work

· we can only mark what YOU turn in: we cannot mark “potential”, what you “meant”, or “how you always did it” – so please turn in only your best work
The Basic Fundamentals
· you must leave yourself sufficient time for research and writing a good essay: leaving it until the last moment will be disastrous

· research is a time-intensive exercise: do not imagine that gathering, reading, analyzing, and incorporating strong research into your paper will be quick or easy

· there are different kinds of research “styles” you can employ, but please remember that you must keep accurate and detailed notes on ALL your research, right down to page numbers – problems with things like plagiarism usually stem from problems in processing research 

· keep records of ALL your research and your writing: under university guidelines they can be required in investigations about plagiarism, but more likely you might need them to help explain/understand your research and argumentation and to write for your notes
Research 
· good quality, academic research is the key ingredient for ANY good essay
· you must remember that in history, when dealing with secondary sources we are only interested in critically examined, scholarly sources that are peer-reviewed: you must  be careful in selecting/consulting sources as there are many non-scholarly and poorly researched/written sources out there
· do not be “random” in your searches: come see us for help or consult with a librarian, lest you run and risk of being off-topic, too general, or coming up with bad quality research 
· we mark your research first, meaning that when we get your essays the first thing we look at is what kind of research you have used: a great writer with terrible research will fail
Research Tips:

· use a good library: U of T available, Metro Reference, other universities

· use the computers and database of the school AND/OR library staff: there to help and usually FAR better educated than us: library information studies are very complex, and your skills using a computer and trolling the internet does not translate into being an innately good researcher
· Explore different mediums: MONOGRAPHS (books), ARTICLES (periodicals or scholarly journals), GOVERNMENT PUBLICATIONS, NEWSPAPERS (most archived), MICROFICHE/MICROFILM etc. = ALL available at library with staff to help and demonstrates greater research effort/skills
· PRIMARY (documents, gov’t pubs etc.) are really useful for history papers: they are “evidences” from the period/event you are examining, but remember that they need to be used in conjunction with SECONDARY (books, articles etc.) sources, which provide needed context and analysis
· Many E-INDEXES and E-JOURNALS are available on-line: you should take an on-line tutorial or consult a librarian as to how to use them properly
How best to tackle research?

BE EXHAUSTIVE: 
· look carefully for sources – not just the bare minimum required

· there is no “magic number” but less than 5 major sources can be dangerous as your paper will lack depth and you will be overly dependent on just one or two sources

· at the same time, don’t “pad” your research: a long list of sources not used in any substantial way will also be problematic

· most 3000 words undergraduate essays in history contain 7-8 major and critically examined sources used equitably 

· taking the time to come get advice may make all the difference: experience and expertise does not come quickly or easily, plus as scholars trained in the field we maintain currency by reading constantly 

BE SPECIFIC: 

· choose sources that deal with the topic directly, but also those that offer some different angles/approached – a sort of “layered” approach to research 
i.e. if your essay is on Woodrow Wilson and American neutrality in WWI, look at:

· US neutrality 1914

· US entry 1917

· US politics and government 1914-1918

· US diplomacy 1914-1918

· Woodrow Wilson

· American society in the First World War

· AVOID relying on course textbook, general histories, encyclopedias and so on – they are basic and superficial for the most part

· Use broader histories to get context
i.e. if your essay is on Khrushchev and the Cuban Missile Crisis, look at:

· biographies of Khrushchev
· memoirs of Khrushchev 
· stuff on Cuba-USSR relations

· stuff on Cuban or Soviet foreign policy in period

· stuff on specific events like crisis
· NOT histories of the 20th century, Cold War etc.
· NOT the web: use cautiously 
BE CRITICAL: 
· evaluate the source by essential factors:

· When was it written? (more recent sources tend to be better because of government documents being released and/or historical scholarship and interpretation changing over time
· Who is the author? (is he/she connected to the topic? Are they professional historians? Journalists?)

· Is it polemic? (is the author out to prove something no matter what? do they have a clear bias or objective?)

· What is their research? (always a good trick for hunting sources BUT also to see particular strengths and weaknesses of research used – multi-archival or just one? do they use other languages? personal interviews? Secondary stuff only?) 

· Where is it published? (reputable press? Politically motivated group publishing? published in a country that is notoriously authoritarian and doesn’t have a free press?)
BE SCHOLARLY:
·  look for similarities and contrasts in your sources:

· Is there total agreement between them about your topic?
· Are there different schools or camps of thought?

· Be aware of the arguments AND try to incorporate them.

· DO NOT think totally about the NARRATIVE (it is regurgitation), instead try and incorporate some of the debate/disagreement between interpretations that you might find
· ANALYSIS is always key: demonstrate an awareness of topic questions/problems 
ANALYSIS

· Best to first become familiar with the topic and events/chronology before you start in depth research or writing: set rough notes with this stuff as reference sheet

· Scope for MAJOR ARGUMENTS: events will be agreed to, BUT differing interpretations exist: i.e. did Khrushchev put missiles in Cuba for ONE reason, or MANY? Either way, why is it THIS reason and not THAT? 

· All papers are NARRATIVE: a “story” to be told - but do not rely exclusively on this – a very good essay discusses historiography along with a narrative

example of narrative writing: 

“Khrushchev authorized missiles for Cuba in the spring of 1962. By late summer of that year shipments of necessary equipment were fully underway. In October 1962 CIA U2 over flights of Cuba revealed the construction of missile silos, and for 13 days that month the world was plunged into a game of nuclear poker.” 

· but also try and “debate the debate”: take note of (and discuss) debate within the scholarship, what historians calls HISTORIOGRAPHICAL ANALYSIS –how their interpretations change and evolve

example of historiographical writing:

“Most historians agree that Khrushchev’s primary motivation for putting missile in Cuba was strategic. They emphasize his desire to counter-balance American missiles based on the Soviet Union’s periphery, especially those in Turkey, and to thus achieve a strategic parity with Washington. However, some historians maintain that strategic concerns were in fact secondary for Khrushchev. In her book, Khrushchev’s Mind, Jane Doe argues that the chief concern for Khrushchev was appeasing hard-line elements within the Politburo and Communist Party. In this respect, Khrushchev put missiles in Cuba to convince conservatives at home that he was still a vigorous champion of communist expansion, and that he would not shy away from challenging American imperialism.” 
· DO NOT be afraid to challenge/counter an argument: scholars often disagree with each other in the field: this is the essence of scholarship, just be sure the argument you have is scholarly and reasonable:

example:

“Kislenko argues that through an array of top secret clandestine operations 
launched with the connivance of the Thai government, the Kennedy 
administration essentially laid the military and intelligence foundations 
necessary for an expanded war in Indochina. However, despite the programmes 
in place, and notwithstanding a very close and secretive relationship between 
Washington and Bangkok, Kislenko offers no evidence that Kennedy willing or knowingly prepared for direct military intervention in Vietnam.”

WRITING STYLE

· Use engaging and scholarly language: DO NOT WRITE LIKE YOU SPEAK
· AVOID being overly descriptive or “flowery” and AVOID being journalistic: this is not a competition to show how many adjectives you can use in a sentence and not a descriptive piece 
example of “flowery” language:

 “Richard Nixon had a dark, mysterious air to him. He was suspicious and incredibly guarded, and did not share with his top advisers any of his intimate thoughts, feelings, or concerns. In fact, he was very well known for routinely taping all those people who came to see him, and in doing so he amassed a large collection of quite revealing, detailed tapes.”


example of more “judicious” language:

“Nixon was guarded and had few close confidantes. His suspicious nature led him to record conversations with a great number of people.”  

· Keep things ORGANISED and ORDERLY: everything should be fluid and read well – NOT divided or broken up

· AVOID sub-headings, sections, chapters and other breaks: free flowing essay is the best

· All paragraphs are sacred: self-contained essays and essential for good writing: best to think about the first and last sentences linking to others (transitions)
· AVOID awkward transitions in topic, style and rapid changes

· PARAGRAPHS are NOT 1-2 lines NOR 1-2 pages: use them well, understanding they are the “blocks” for all your ideas and arguments
· CHECK and RECHECK your work: spelling and grammatical errors can dramatically undermine your best efforts and are very costly – remember that your computer checks are not as exhaustive as you think, so it is highly recommended that you actually read and re-read your work

CITATIONS + PLAGIARISM: 
You are RESPONSIBLE under the University Student Code of Conduct to read and abide by university policy with respect to Academic Integrity – PLEASE read the course outline for all the necessary information and links to university policy
1) There are numerous citation standards: APA, MLA, Chicago etc. You can use any but make sure you always give page numbers for each and every citation. You are strongly encouraged to use Chicago: a widely accepted academic standard that is easy to use. You should read the course outline in detail about this.
2) You must cite ALL material that is not “common knowledge” or your personal opinion. This means that much of your paper will require citations, NOT simply a summary list of sources at the back of your essay. In general, most papers this length at this level have between 20 and 30 citations. Too many suggests very poor editing and comprehension, while too few suggests plagiarism: “accidental” or intentional. REMEMBER plagiarism is not just an “academic” issue: it is potentially a criminal one. Much like copyright law protects logos, business names, and the like in the “real world”, it also protects intellectual and artistic creations. 
3) The terms “end notes” or “foot notes” refers to the physical placement of citations, not the standard per se. We prefer the use of footnote citations with the Chicago standard. 

4) There are basically TWO types of citations: direct or indirect. Direct citations, often referred to as direct quotes, are taken literally from the text/source you are using without any changes. They are distinguished by quotation marks around the whole passage: i.e. “That was a direct quote.” They must, of course, be cited as they come directly from a source you used. Indirect citations are when you take the general idea or argument from a source without using direct quotes. You still need to cite the material, but without the quotation marks. If you actually put a passage directly from your sources into your paper and “forget” the quotation marks but still cite the passage, it is plagiarism. The rule is that you must cite material “accurately” and that would not be accurate: you would have tried to “pass off” someone else’s writing as your own. Not citing material at all is obviously plagiarism too. Indirect citations need to be substantially different than the passage in the source(s) you are citing: i.e. you cannot change one of two words and imagine it to now be “indirect”. It is best to write without having your sources in front of you, lest you be tempted to use their prose instead of yours, so the best way to perfect indirect citations is to read something thoroughly and then without it present, write a brief paragraph or so summarizing the major ideas/arguments you just read. 

5) You are strongly encouraged to use indirect citations more, as they illustrate a comprehension and analysis that direct quotes do not. Direct quotes do not necessarily convey to the reader that you understand everything. Overused they will undermine your paper in preventing you from showing any analysis. Moreover, they read terribly: like an exercise in cut and paste. Direct quotes should be used sparingly. Only for irony, impact, humour, etc. 
6) Using essay services, friends, or family to write your essay is both unethical and an act of plagiarism. Please be careful if you welcome someone else to “help” with your paper. 
7) Consulting the University Writing Centre is entirely acceptable, and indeed encouraged if you need extra help getting through the assignment. If English is not your first language you might consider its assistance even more. As I am sure you can appreciate, we cannot mark those who speak English as a secondary language any differently than those who speak/write it well. You are expected to meet the standards of the university and academic practice in English.  

8) For all matters in writing a good essay, you are strongly encouraged to consult a good manual. There are many: some dedicated to history, others to all kinds of writing/disciplines. Most cover issues of citations, style, prose and everything else involved in the crafting of a good paper. 
Some Advanced Considerations: 
· Try using explanatory notes in your citations: usually where an argument or issue could use some “extra attention” but it really doesn’t fit in the body of the paper. Just use them sparingly. They are not designed to be used for “another essay”. 

· You can use an annotated bibliography, describing the sources you have used in some detail. I have examples posted on your D2L and my website to help. 

· Introductions and conclusions are imperative in establishing the tone of your paper and its major arguments. That is not to say the “in between” should be ignored, but rather that particular attention should be paid to those components. 
· You are welcome to use chronologies, appendixes, and/or a list of terms if using a lot of specialized terms like acronyms. Charts, maps, and other similar items should never be put in text: always in separate pages at the back of the essay. 

· You are welcome to consult sources in languages other than English, but remember that you are responsible for accurate interpretations and analysis. You should only use languages relevant to the topic/scholarship and only those that you speak, read, and write fluently. All your writing must be in English except for the citations of foreign language sources you might use. 

· Please DOUBLE SPACE, and include a title page with full details on it including a title. 

Good luck and feel free to come by for help!
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