[bookmark: _GoBack]Guidelines for a Research Paper

These are guidelines only. For the instructions specific to your assignment, please see the syllabus.

Finding a Topic
 Identifying a topic may be the most challenging step. While the professor will suggest several topics, this is ultimately the student's responsibility.
 There are two basic types of papers: exegetical and topical. An exegetical paper focuses on a biblical passage (exegesis fundamentally means interpretation). There is, nevertheless, considerable overlap between these two types.
· An exegetical paper should not be a pedestrian commentary, merely describing one verse and then the next. To catch and maintain the reader's attention a good exegetical paper will highlight the key (existential) issues tackled in the passage, thus making explicit the significance of one's observations.
· A topical paper should be founded on several key biblical passages, where the chosen topic surfaces most explicitly in the Bible. As primary sources (see below) are critical evidence to support one's arguments, students will do a measure of their own exegesis on each of these passages.
 As many students will only have a rudimentary knowledge of the field, they may choose to begin with a broad subject, which will be specified further as a topic and then specified further as a question, which will finally be refined into a thesis (statement). It is recommended that, as soon as possible, students formulate their topic as a question, because a question will help ensure the paper's relevance and significance and should capture the reader’s curiosity. If one were to think solely in terms of a subject or topic, then the paper could result in a mere parading of data and information, leaving the reader to ask, "so what?"
 To find a subject area students may choose to peruse the biblical books and passages relevant to the course, scan the topics listed on the course syllabus, or scan through the textbooks and their Tables of Contents.

Process of Research and Writing
 I personally recommend engaging the steps of research as separate tasks: brainstorming, organizing, researching, writing, rewriting.
1. Brainstorming. Using a blank sheet of paper, note down your key ideas in words or phrases. At this point, let your imagination run free—do not try to be systematic—as your thoughts circle around your topic.
2. Organizing. Now try to connect the "dots" of the ideas that you have jotted down and subordinate minor points to major points. Attempt to create a preliminary outline.
3. Researching. Depending on the level of your acquaintance with the chosen topic, you may need to do some preliminary reading, especially in reference works, in order to have a sufficient number of ideas with which to brainstorm and organize. Here is the recommended order of sources for research:
a. Biblical passage(s). If your paper is exegetical or you already know some of the key passages for your chosen topic, do a close reading of the passages and note down key points.
b. Reference works. Bible dictionaries/encyclopedias provide an excellent overview for most topics. Even if it is not your intention to cover the entire topic, they will provide the proper contexts for understanding your particular issue. Each entry concludes with a select bibliography that should give you a head start.
c. Old Testament theologies, histories of Israelite religion. Check the tables of contents and indices of these resources that offer a more comprehensive view of the Old Testament and ancient Israel.
d. Commentaries. Examine the introductions to several commentaries to see if they treat your topic. Read the relevant sections on your key passages.
e. Books, monographs. To make the most efficient use of books and monographs (books devoted to a single topic) keep your topic, or better yet, your question in clear focus. Your chief purpose is not to read the book but to gain as much insight as you can on your particular issue. Before doing any close reading, first scan the work, reading the introduction and conclusion, checking headings and first sentences of paragraphs. Don’t lose the forest for the trees.
f. Journal articles. Generally, this is where you will find cutting-edge research. They can be more technical but still useful for new perspectives on your issue.
 In addition to the bibliographic resources noted above, use the online databases available through the TWU Library, available at http://www.twu.ca/library/whichindrs.htm . My order of preference:
· “ATLA Religion Database with ATLASerials” and then click on “Choose Databases” near the top of the page and select "Old Testament Abstracts" as an additional database. Using "Advanced Search" gives you more control.
· JSTOR
· ProQuest Religion
· As some journals are only available in certain databases, you may need to consult the list of journals available through TWU see: http://cufts2.lib.sfu.ca/CJDB4/BLTW/browse .
 Sources. Priority should be given to primary texts and sources (e.g., the Bible, ANE texts, archaeology). Secondary literature (e.g., books and articles) should be cited principally only insofar as it sheds light on the primary sources. On the other hand, your paper will likely lack depth unless you explore secondary literature. Scholarly works have compiled and sifted centuries of biblical interpretation and considered a wide variety of perspectives, utilizing all the disciplines of the university. Secondary sources must be scholarly (i.e., not “devotional”) and peer-reviewed (i.e., not merely from the Internet). The recommended minimum number of sources for a 100-level course is 3, for a 200-level course is 5, and for a 300/400-level course is 7 (including at least one commentary and one journal article).
 Reading—in the process of researching—must involve highlighting and notetaking, otherwise your research may devolve into nonspecific impressions. I highly recommend marking your reading (using photocopies or electronic PDFs that can be highlighted with Adobe Reader/Acrobat) as this will increase your focus and make the writing of your paper considerably easier.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  I highly recommend Zotero (http://www.zotero.org/ ), an amazing, free program for downloading and organizing your own PDF library. This tool also has add-ins for Microsoft Word that can automatically insert footnote citations and a bibliography according to your preferred format (e.g., SBL, MLA, APA).] 

 Paper Proposal. Students are invited to submit a proposal to the professor for his suggestions, but this is not required (at least two weeks prior to deadline). It should include the proposed topic(s), a preliminary outline and bibliography. The more information students provide, the more feedback they will receive.
4. Writing. Do not begin to write until you have finalized your detailed outline in light of your research. A solid paper must have three components:
Thesis
	 supporting Arguments
		 supporting Evidence
			 primary literature
			 secondary literature
5. Rewriting. There is no such thing as good writing—only good rewriting. The worst way to write is to try write it right the first time! I recommend writing the Introduction last. In it you should “hook” the reader and state the “ground rules” of your paper (i.e., specific goals).

Evaluation of the Paper
· Is there a clear thesis/question, supported by arguments, which are in turn supported by evidence (esp. primary texts)? Is the essay well organized with clear transitions? Does the Introduction capture the reader’s attention? Does the Conclusion synthesize the paper’s findings and elaborate on their wider implications?
· Is the paper clear (is it readable?), coherent (does it hang together?), and cogent (is it persuasive?)? Train of thought?
· Does the student apply the tools and skills taught in the course? Does he/she own (i.e., show mastery of) the argument of the paper, or is it a patchwork of notes from secondary sources?
· What is the level of research? Is there depth? Proper documentation? (A paper’s Bibliography is often a telling indicator of its depth and quality.)
· Is the paper thoughtful and insightful, or is it superficial?
· Does  the student display critical evaluation and creative insight? Is he/she fair to other viewpoints?
· So what? Is the significance and relevance of the presented information clear?
· Does the student respect the biblical text in context, examining the OT in its own right before engaging the NT and theological contexts?
· Are there mistakes in spelling, grammar, and style?
Survey of the Steps of Exegesis (for reference only)

1. Delimiting a Passage. Read the verses that you would like to focus on and those immediately surrounding it. Look for “markers” that set the passage/paragraph off as a “self-contained” unit.
2. Translation and Textual Criticism. Ascertain the “original” text and read it closely in Hebrew/Aramaic.
3. Meditation. In a prayerful manner read the passage aloud to yourself repeatedly and with imagination, emphasizing different words and roles in each reading.
4. Literary Analysis. Do a “close reading” of the passage, with your attention focused on it in its “final form” and in relative isolation from its context. Unpack its meaning.
4.1. Theme. Formulate a (preliminary) thematic statement of the passage.
4.2. Structure. Trace the train of thought and plot development from verse to verse, also noting the emotive movement. Making an outline may be helpful.
4.3. Genre and Social Setting. Identify the genre and setting of the passage, and note the genre’s basic function and interpretive framework.
4.4. Point of View, Characterization, Style, Mood, and Selectivity. Identify the point of view, the form of characterization, the literary style, and mood. Also consider the selectivity of material and plot development.
4.5. Grammar and Word Analysis.
4.5.1. Grammar. Be clear on the grammatical construction of sentences, noting connectives, main and subordinate clauses, subjects (divine, human), objects, verbs (declarative, imperative, etc.), and modifiers (adjectives and adverbs).
4.5.2. Figures of Speech. Note whether words are meant to be read literally or figuratively, and identify the figures of speech.
4.5.3. Word Studies. By using a concordance do word studies to clarify the meaning of terms that are important and/or vague.
5. Context.
5.1. Literary and Generic. What light is shed by the immediate and broader verbal context within the biblical book? Also, compare other passages of the same genre, noting similarities and uniquenesses.
5.2. Historical and Sociological. Using biblical and extra-biblical materials describe the historical background of both the events recorded and the literary document itself. Also consider the sociological background, especially the social circles represented (e.g. priests, sages).
5.3. Traditional. Study the traditions (e.g. exodus, Zion, Messiah) to which the passage alludes.
5.4. Intertextual/Canonical (literary echoes). Does this passage echo and clarify earlier passages? Is it echoed and developed in later passages? What does this passage mean in the context of the biblical canon?
5.5. Biblical theological (conceptual connections). What are the theology, spirituality, and world view reflected in the passage? How do they compare with other views in the Bible? How does the ancient writer’s way of thinking differ from your own?
5.6. Extra-biblical and Cultural (ANE). What parallels exist in other literatures, and what is the nature of their relationship (e.g. literary, conceptual; borrowing, polemical)? What light do these literatures shed on any of the items above?
6. Compositional History. What light does the reshaping of the passage shed on its re-application in later contexts?
6.1. Oral Transmission. If the passage was composed and transmitted orally, how did this process shape its development?
6.2. Literary Sources and Redaction. If the passage was composed from earlier written sources, what were their origins and functions? How did the redactor/editor shape his material?
7. Theological Implications and Application. While the preceding emphasizes what the text meant, this step focuses on what it means. What general principles may be derived from this passage? Apply the passage to the modern context. Determine the points of contact and dissimilarity between the biblical and modern contexts. Seek to identify what is culturally relative and what is theologically binding.
8. Secondary Literature.
8.1. Consult leading commentaries, reference works, and journal articles.
8.2. History of Interpretation. Deliberately consult older and ancient interpretations, Jewish and Christian.
