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Paper Writing Guidelines

Some general advice with more specific guidelines that follow.

The purpose of the papers is twofold.  First, the paper provides a demonstration of your reflection and understanding of philosophical issues in a text.  Second, the paper demonstrates your ability to formulate, articulate, and defend a position through reasoned argumentation.

Keep your topic narrow so that you deal with it thoroughly.  My advice is to pick something difficult that you find perplexing, and the paper writing will be your effort to untangle and figure out the perplexity.  If you can clarify a perplexity, then that issue and part of the text takes on newfound clarity and profundity.  How your figuring out goes and what you figure out will determine how you “package” your paper, i.e., whether you are solving controversy, clarifying an issue, defending or attacking a point of view, or whatever.  Your opening paragraph must make clear what your topic is (what your paper aims to establish), where it is in the text, why it comes up as a topic, why it matters, and what you are attempting to establish regarding it.  Your paper will be an argument that seeks to establish something.  If you do not make clear what your paper attempts to do and if you do not present a sustained, logical argument in support of what you wish your paper to establish, it cannot (and will not) be very well assessed.  After writing the main body of the paper, return to ensure the introduction reflects what you ended up establishing in the paper.  Impressive papers are very tight with no stray, unnecessary words or sentences and vigorous, captivating argument.


(1)  Introductory paragraph with a clear thesis statement.

You need to state the subject of your paper and what you plan to prove about the subject matter.  Your paper should be providing an explanation for a solution to some problem where the problem is your subject and the solution is your thesis, and your arguments are the solving of the problem.  In my proposed topics, the problems generally concern how something should be defined, what the speaker’s argument amounts to, how good the speaker’s argument is, etc.  The opening paragraph should include the subject, conclusion, and a very brief statement of what your main argument is, without, however, getting into the details and justifications of your points and arguments.  Since your paper solves a problem, you should be able to say 1) what the problem is, 2) a brief summary of how you solve it, i.e., what your main argument is.  If you can’t, you don’t have an argument and are in trouble.  You are not just stringing together a bunch of random ideas you have about the text.

Take care!  Announcing your topic is not the same as announcing your thesis.  “In this paper I explore what Socrates thinks about virtue,” is NOT a thesis.  This statement does not announce what the paper proves or what problem it plans to solve.

Understand that claims are not arguments.  Claims are propositions that something is the case.  An argument is a series of propositions which if accepted make accepting a conclusion necessary.  You are constructing an argument, not a random series of claims.

(2)  Paragraphs flow well and have a logical sequence.

You are not just stringing together a bunch of random ideas you have about the text.
Each paragraph should be about one main idea or step in your argument.  To keep yourself organized and on track, announce to the reader in your first draft what your paragraph is going to accomplish and how it fits into your overall argument.  Start with a general claim about what the paragraph is going to accomplish (“This paragraph will show X”, “The following lays out Y”) and then proceed to the more specific details.  When you edit to turn in the paper you can take out the this paragraph shows X language if you wish.

Avoid repetition of earlier points.  Do not argue the same point in two different paragraphs.  Each paragraph should have a logical connection to the previous paragraph: “Having established X (i.e., what you just secured in the previous paragraph), this paragraph will now show that Y follows from X.”  Remember: you’re building an argument, and each paragraph is laying out a different section of the argument and should build on the previous points secured.  Again, you are not just stringing together a bunch of random ideas you have about the text.  Your paper should be an argument.

(3)  Demonstrate engagement with text and not just class notes.

Quotations from text that are crucial for your argument in order to show you’re engaging with the text.  You are expected to deal directly with the text because your paper is not about class notes, but the text we are reading and discussing.  So you should cite and explain passages or lines that are crucial for your interpretation.  Set of direct quotations of three lines or more in a block quotation, single-spaced and without quotation marks.  Are you explaining key concepts?  Are you quoting and providing explanations of lines from the text that are relevant to your interpretation and argument?  Even when paraphrasing an argument or point in the text rather than directly quoting it, are you explaining it and showing how it is relevant to your argument?

(4)  Cite text.

Direct quotes require footnotes.  Do not use endnotes.  You’re only writing on one book and are not using secondary sources, so you do not need a bibliography.  Chicago Manual of Style (CMS) or Modern Language Association (MLA) format is fine (if you do not know what these are, you need to go to the writing center.  When paraphrasing text, you do not need to footnote.  Instead, if addressing Plato, place the Stephanus page numbers (those numbers in the margin of your book) of the paraphrased text inside a parenthesis before the ending punctuation mark of your sentence: Blah, blah, blah (345E5-47B5).

(5)  Good concluding paragraph.

Good concluding paragraphs involve a brief summary of the argument just presented (remember those general statements that lead off the paragraphs that lay our your argument?) and your own reflection on your topic.  Your reflection can go in any number of directions.  It might point out some outstanding problem your interpretation must still answer to or it might point out the consequences of accepting your argument (If my interpretation is right, it leads to the following questions / results / etc…).

(6)  Proofread your paper.

If your grammar and spelling are bad, your argument will be unclear.  If your argument is unclear, you will earn a bad grade.  Simple. Your word processor can’t do as good a job of proofing your paper as you can.  Pay close attention to:
· spelling errors, grammatical errors (especially noun and pronoun agreement, run-on sentences, sentence fragments)
· awkward phrases and colloquialisms
· punctuation
· does the paper meet the format requirements? 
· lay the paper aside for a period of time and come back to it for better proof reading
Remember: the standard of clarity and precision for academic writing is much higher than that for conversation or email.

(7)  Formatting requirements:
· Black ink only.
· Double-spaced.
· Times font only at 12 point font only.
· Direct quotes that exceed three double-spaced lines in the paper should be block quoted: indent an extra half inch and convert to single spaced lines at 10 point font.
· Italicize book title.
· Page numbers are required.
· Margins of 1 inch at the top and bottom and 1.25 inches for left & right margins.
· No name on front of or in header or footer of paper? Do not put your name anywhere accept on a title page that must be the last page!
· Title page with student name, class and date stapled as the last page of the essay?
· Hardcopy must be stapled.  Not stapled = handed back and considered late!

I will respect your paper as much as you did in preparing, writing, and proofing it.

(8) Single author or co-author?
You may co-author your paper with another student of your choosing in any of my ethics sections.  Co-authored papers should not be a division of labor in which one author is given responsibility for some aspects and the author other aspects. The entire paper should be the product of a collaborative effort.  The idea is for both authors to philosophize together about a certain problem in the text.  There should be a Socratic exchange of ideas.  If you are not interested in writing an entire paper in collaboration with another, then do not co-author a paper.

Single author papers must be a minimum of 66 lines (3 pages).
Co-authored papers must be a minimum of 115 lines (5 pages), but not exceed 138 lines (6 pages).  The instructor reserves the right to interview both authors to verify collaboration.  

***Direct quotes do not count toward the required length.***

(9) Secondary Sources and TURNITIN

I encourage you NOT to use secondary sources.  However, if you simply cannot resist, I insist that you use the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (SEP).  And if you do utilize SEP, you must (1) clearly cite when you do and (2) provide argumentation for why the SEP author is right or wrong to interpret the text as she or he does.  This (2) is harder than just writing the paper without outside aid!

***Use of secondary sources in the paper not authorized by me in advance, cited or uncited, will result in a zero for the grade.***

Consultation of class notes are, of course, expected.  This is an introductory course in which a primary aim of essay assignment is for you to think for yourself.  Substitution of another’s thought for your own defeats the purpose of the essay and it will not be tolerated in the papers.  If you have no idea what is going on in the text, talk it out with other students and talk it out with me.  That’s what we’re here for.

Students must submit an electronic copy of the paper to the course Canvas site prior to handing in a hard copy on the due date.





























	PAPER
RUBRIC
	Exemplary: A
	Demonstrates Competence: B
	Suggests Competence: C
	Inadequate: D/F

	Clarity of thesis and conclusion.


	 Thesis is clearly stated in the introduction and a clear presentation of a bare bones version of the argument used to support it is laid out.  Includes a statement of why thesis and subject matter is important.
 Takes a specific and meaningful stance with respect to the text.
	 Thesis and bare bones summary of the argument in support of thesis is laid out.  Some aspect of thesis or argument is unclear.
	 Has a thesis and argument summation, but they are not clearly stated.  Reader unsure of precisely what paper will secure and how.  OR has a thesis or argument summation but not both.

	 No thesis or argument summation.  Reader cannot infer what paper will be about.

	Engagement with text and mastery of key ideas and concepts.
	 Cites the text frequently, noticing significant details.  
 Rephrases points in the reading and comments on them in a way that indicates a deeper understanding.
 Articulates not only the meaning of key terms, ideas, and concepts, but also the significance of issues at stake in the ideas and responds to them in meaningful ways. 
	 Cites the text frequently, capturing the main ideas.
 Explains most quotes, but explanations are mostly based on class notes and do not demonstrate original thinking or further refinement of class discussion.
 Identifies key terms, ideas, and concepts, demonstrating a more or less complete understanding of the text as explained in class, but offers no further refinement.
	. Includes quotes, but it is not always clear how they are relevant to the topic.
 Attempts to explain quotes, but explanations are not always clear or accurate.
 Identifies key terms, ideas, and concepts, demonstrating a basic understanding of the text, but with errors, omissions and some confusion.
	 Does not include citations or quotes OR includes quotes that are generally irrelevant to the topic or taken out of context.  
 Demonstrates minimal acquaintance with the text or understanding of key terms, ideas, and concepts in the text.

	Engagement with text and mastery of the positions and arguments.
	 Clearly identifies relevant conclusions or positions and the supporting arguments (picks out the premises) and explains how the argument works.  Offers compelling assessment of the validity of the arguments without any logical gaps.
	 Identifies relevant conclusions or positions, the supporting arguments (picks out premises) and explains how the argument works.  Explanation is incomplete or faulty in some minor respect.  Assesses argument’s validity, but assessment has some logical gaps.
	  Identifies relevant conclusions or positions and the supporting arguments (picks out the premises), but fails to comprehend how the arguments work and does not offer assessment of their validity.
	 Identifies relevant conclusions and positions in text, but does not identify the arguments used to secure those conclusions.

	Student’s argument.
	 Each paragraph follows logically from and builds on what the previous paragraph has accomplished.
 Paper has a clearly identifiable, well-formulated argument.
 Presents sufficient and compelling evidence in support of the thesis, arguing clearly and rigorously.

	 Each paragraph follows logically from and builds on what the previous paragraph has accomplished.
 Presents evidence to support the thesis without leaving out anything significant; reader can identify argument.
 Identifies important issues at stake, but without directly engaging them.
	 Not always clear why one paragraph follows another.
 Important evidence is missing, preventing thesis from being well established, and other material included is irrelevant to the thesis.
 At times it is unclear why particular claims are included in the paper. 
	 Presents a disorganized list of claims, leaving unclear how thesis is supported or what the argument is.
 OR paper fails to offer evidence in support of thesis.







If you do not wish to take the time to understand it (at your own peril) the rubric grid, then think of me as checking the appropriate box for the following considerations:

						Unacceptable 		OK		Excellent	
1. Clarity of thesis in intro and conclusion						

2. Content, reasoning, mastery of ideas/arguments					

3. Mechanics and clarity of student argument						

4. Logical sequence of ideas, guidance for reader					

5. Grammar and spelling								

Comment Glossary
	Abbreviation
	Explanation

	Arg
	what is the argument? – no description or explanation of an argument referenced.

	Awk
	awkward or wrong word choice and so confusing phrasing

	C
	failure to cite text

	E
	incorrect use of ellipsis in quotation citation

	Exp
	Failure to explain key concept in argument

	F
	incorrect footnote citation (does not follow standard style; see paper checklist)

	FBQ
	failure properly to block quote direct quotations that exceed three double-spaced lines

	S or G
	spelling or grammar mistake

	HDT
	how derived from text? — unclear how what is said is derived from or relates to quoted or paraphrased text

	I
	failure to italicize (book title, foreign words, etc.)

	IA
	indefinite antecedent (demonstrative pronoun or article [“this”, “it”] does not clearly refer to the antecedent subject or idea it is supposed to refer to)

	LS
	sequence and order of claims or ideas not logical

	MU
	meaning unclear

	NFD
	needs further development; position or idea is not fully established OR made clear by your presentation of it

	NP
	noun – pronoun disagreement (e.g., a person [singular] does their [plural] homework)

	P
	punctuation problem

	PML
	possibly misleading language that can be read to contradict the text

	UCFPC
	unclear why a stated claim follows from a prior claim (paper says “if X, then Y,” “because of X, Y results,” but without explaining why Y follows from X).

	R
	relevance unclear to thesis or context

	Rep
	unnecessary repetition of prior claims or statements

	Rhet
	Rhetorical question used instead of an actual explanation

	RS/F
	run-on sentence, sentence fragment, or comma splice



