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Writing a Paper:  MLA Format
Format Requirements:  Your paper should be written using the MLA format.  The heading should match the above example.  Papers should be typed with one inch margins (top, bottom, left, and right), and paragraphs should be indented five spaces (use the “first line indent” under the paragraph tab).  Papers should be double spaced, and there should not be spaces between paragraphs (check the box “don’t add space between paragraphs” under paragraph tab).  Please do not include title pages.  Your last name and the page numbers should appear ½ inch from the top of the page, even with the right margin (In Microsoft Word, select “view,” then “header/footer” to perform this function).  The type size should not be larger than twelve (this is a ten).  
Getting Started:  You need to think about your paper before you sit down to write.  Do not retell the story; instead, using the questions I’ve given you as a guide, consider what you have to say about the work.  Brainstorm, freewrite, and prewrite to develop your ideas.  This will lead you to a working thesis that you will refine as you develop your ideas.  Remember, your thesis is one sentence, it is the last sentence in the introduction, and it tells the reader your main idea and, often, the three supporting points.  By reading your one sentence thesis, the reader should be able to identify exactly what the paper is about; thus, you should be specific in the thesis.
Writing the Paper:  Do an outline and plan to write multiple drafts!  An outline helps you to structure your ideas.  It enables you to check each paragraph to ensure that you have enough support and that points are organized.  Understand that you need to write a draft first and don’t stop there!  Plan to revise the draft several times to avoid “stream of consciousness writing.”
The introductory paragraph should move from general to specific; thus, think of it as a funnel shape.  Identify the general topic and then the author and work you are discussing.  Next, you should move to your specific topic and then what you are saying about the topic, which is, of course, identified in the last sentence thesis.
The body of the paper should consist of three separate paragraphs.  Each paragraph should have a central idea that is presented in the first sentence of the paragraph, which is called the topic sentence.  The topic sentences are the subpoints that relate back to and support your thesis/main idea.  Just as the thesis controls the whole paper, the topic sentence controls the paragraph.  Subsequent sentences in the paragraph should support, explain, and expand upon the topic sentence.  Remove any sentences that don’t advance the point of the paragraph as it is identified in the topic sentence.
You will need textual evidence to support your subpoints and develop your paragraphs. Using textual evidence requires that you refer to specific examples from the text (novel, short story, play, etc.) to support your thesis and three subpoints.  Generally, you should have 2-3 pieces of textual evidence per body paragraph, and at least one of those pieces of evidence should be a relevant quotation.  Context should be given when you incorporate textual evidence into your paragraphs; at the same time, though, you want to be careful of falling into the trap of simply retelling the events of the story.  Convey only what you need to support your point and for your evidence to make sense to the reader; in fact, assume that the reader has read the literary work.
Often, you will find it beneficial to quote directly from the text.  A quotation does not have to be dialogue; it can also be a character’s thoughts, a narrator’s description, etc.  While you should have at least one relevant quotation per paragraph, know that students tend to overquote, so you should use quotations sparingly!  You should avoid using more than three short quotes (fewer than four typed lines) per page.  A short paper—three to six pages—should not have more than two long quotes (more than four typed lines) in the entire paper.   Note, though, that you are not required to use a long quotation (but, again, you are required to have one relevant quotation in each body paragraph).
Using quotations:  You should not begin a sentence with a quotation, nor should you begin or end a paragraph with textual evidence/quotations.  Introduce them and explain their significance!  Also, “write in” quotes so that the sentence reads smoothly.  For example:  Lutie, frustrated by her lack of choices, asked herself, “What else was there?” (82). 
It is very important that you quote accurately.  Nothing within the quotation marks should be altered.  If you do eliminate words, use the ellipsis-- . . . --which is three periods with a space before each and a space after the last.  If your quotation includes dialogue, the only alteration that would occur is changing double quotation marks to single quotation marks within the quote.  If you need to add a word for clarification, use [   ].

Format of quotations:  If a quotation is fewer than four typed lines, put it in quotation marks and incorporate it into the text of your paper.  Use only what is needed to support your point:  a full sentence, a word, or a phrase.  If a quotation is more than four typed lines, set it off from your text by beginning a new line, ten spaces from the left margin, and type to the right margin.  Subsequent lines should be indented ten spaces, as well.  Double space the quotation and do not use quotation marks.  Be sure to introduce it (a colon is often used) before it is indented.  When you return to your text, do not indent—you’re not beginning a new paragraph because you need to explain the significance of the quotation.

The parenthetical citation identifies where you obtained the information.  If you’re using one text, you need only include the page number.  For example:  Holden says, “I’m the most terrific liar you ever saw in your life” (16).  However, if you are using more than one text, include the authors’ last names for clarity:  “She [Edna] was not accustomed to an outward and spoken expression of affection, either in herself or in others. . . . Edna had had an occasional girl friend, but whether accidentally or not, they seemed to have been all of one type—the self-contained” (Chopin 17).  

Paragraph Development:  Remember that long paragraphs can contain too many points and be confusing, and short paragraphs lack sufficient evidence.  Paragraphs should be cohesive:  each sentence in a paragraph should contribute to the topic sentence/subpoint of that paragraph (just as each paragraph should advance the thesis/main idea of the paper) and each paragraph should advance one idea.  Thus, don’t try to cover too many points in one paragraph:  think about whether details should be moved to another paragraph because they support another subpoint or removed because they are not related to your thesis.  
Transitional Words and Phrases:  Remember to use transitions within paragraphs and between paragraphs.  Use transitional words like “but,” “however,” “although,” and “additionally” or transitional phrases like “another way that Sara’s growth is apparent…”  Transitions enable your reader to make connections between and among ideas.

In the conclusion, do not raise a new point!  Briefly summarize your main points and restate your thesis and subpoints (but not word-for-word).  You don’t need to say “In conclusion”; in a good conclusion, it should be obvious that you are concluding!

  Don’t forget a title!  Consider using a colon.  On the left side, you can be more creative; on the right side,you need to be more specific.  For example:  Edna’s Awakening:  Acknowledging One’s Desires in Kate Chopin’s The Awakening.  Do not use quotation marks, bold print, italics, etc.  However, the title of the work you’re discussing should be underlined or in quotation marks, depending upon whether it’s a novel, play, or short story.  This formatting indicates that it is a published work.  

Don’t forget to include a separate Work Cited page.  The heading should be centered and one inch from the top of the page.  You should include a citation for all of the works used in your paper.  Entries should be double-spaced.  See page 5 of this document for an example.
The final step of the writing process should involve careful proofreading.  Pay attention to each sentence and avoid wordiness by deleting unnecessary words such as “in this paper.”  As well, avoid using “you” and “I” in academic writing. Finally, don’t rely on the spellcheck
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