Formal Writing Guidelines 

Formatting 

1. Use standard 12 point font and a plain style text with double-spaced lines. Even quoted, indented prose and poetry should be double-spaced. Do not put extra space between paragraphs, however. 

2. For each paper, create a title that suggests your argument. Do not use the name of your subject (The Odyssey, for example) as your title. Move beyond borrowing the language of the assignment for your title. 

3. Have a heading in the upper left-hand corner of the first page, including, in this order: your name; your teacher’s name; the name of the course; the date. 

4. Put your last name and the page number (no period or dash) in the upper right-hand corner of each page, including the first page. (Use Header of your word processing program to do this.) 

5. Italicize titles of novels, plays, magazines, newspapers, and epic poems. Put quotation marks around titles of poems, articles, short stories, and essays (but not around essays that you write—not around your title, for example). 

Citations 

1. Use parenthetical citations when you quote from a text or online source to support your thesis. Make sure that you cite not only direct quotations but also any ideas or statements from another writer, even if you have paraphrased these ideas. Do check the Student Handbook about the Academic Integrity Policy to be certain that you don’t inadvertently plagiarize in a manner you didn’t understand to constitute plagiarism. 


• Remember when you include your parenthetical citation that you close your quotation and then in 
parentheses give the author's name and page number. Close the parentheses and put a period after 
the parenthetical citation.


• Explain the significance of the quote (but please avoid this quote shows/demonstrates/tells):

2. Note that history research papers and science lab reports may require footnotes. Check with your teacher. 

3. When in doubt about either formatting or documentation, consult a Guide to MLA Documentation, which you can find online and on many teacher's websites, as well as the library site. 

4. When in doubt, use textual support: By textual support, I mean including direct quotations from the text that help support, explain, or advance your thesis, argument, or claim. Quotations must have quotation marks around them.

5. Works Cited: If you include quoted material, you must include a works cited entry. 


• Go to the Online Writing Lab at Purdue for more specific instructions regarding in-text citations 
and works cited. The site is http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/557/01/
Style, grammar, punctuation 

1. Avoid reliance upon word processing grammar checks, which are often incorrect. 

2. Use present tense when writing about fiction. Ask your English teacher for help if this concept is unclear to you. 

3. A paper should not refer to itself. For example, do not start an introduction by saying, “This paper will prove…” or a conclusion by saying, “As this paper has shown…” 

4. Spell out all numbers between one and one hundred. Spell out all numbers that begin a sentence unless they signify a year, such as 2001. 

5. Avoid the following style traps: 


• “In conclusion,” “This quote shows that,” or “This is evidenced by...” 


• Passive voice. 


• Overuse of vague, weak words such as very, really, so, thing, stuff. 


• Indiscriminate use of “I,” “you,” or “we.” For example, instead of writing “I think Holden is 
depressed,” simply write, “Holden is depressed.” 


• Avoid "on page ____." 

6. Be sure to adhere to the specific grammar requirements established by each teacher. These expectations are not limited to English classes. A teacher in any department should require formal writing on his or her assignments. 

7. Always avoid a dumped quotation:  A "dumped quotation" occurs when the writer offers no introductory strategy regarding the textual support being used. The quotation is often a sentence by itself.


• Work the quotation into your sentence. Take the opportunity to control the quotation rather than 
letting it control you. When you have properly integrated your quotation, your words should 
flow directly into the quotation.

8. Other style traps that should be avoided:

· Generally avoid "you" as in "You discover that Mary is a selfish girl." Instead, use "readers" or "we": "Readers quickly discover that Mary is a selfish girl." 

· Avoid "the books says" or "it says" or "it is written that" Instead, identify who is conveying the 
thought (the narrator, a character, the author). 

· Avoid "I think/I believe/I feel," "In my opinion." Try to be more assertive, but if you don't want to be accused of generalizing, use terms such as "perhaps," "possibly,' "generally," etc. 

· Avoid "I think it's interesting that . . ." 

· Generally avoid discussing the writing process or that this is an assignment. In other words avoid the following: 

“For this assignment, our teacher asked us to write about Maniac Magee” 

“The first time I read the book, I thought it was relatively simple. I thought about it some, and then I read it again and found out it wasn't simple at all.” 

Focusing your work: Be mindful as to whether or not you're providing a laundry list of items or if you're going into more detail. For instance, if I were to ask you to explain some of the differences between a novel and the film adaptation, avoid simply listing several items. Instead, focus on one or two items (particularly in short papers) and go into detail. Offer examples and quotations. Explain the significance of the differences or what they might suggest. Take your time with it. Remember, as a writer it's your job to make a reader's job easier. Don't make the reader work too hard to figure out what you're doing or where you're going.

Summary and Analysis: Assume that the person reading your paper hasn't read the text for a very long time, or at all. You'll need to offer a very brief summary. Now here's the tricky part. Summary is very important to helping a reader understand what you want to convey. However, you must be careful to avoid too much summary. Instead of providing several paragraphs of summary, identify the ideas that you are analyzing, and then use summary to go through each point. It's often helpful early on (probably right after your thesis and introduction) to provide a one-paragraph summary to give your reader a sense of the text, but after that, you should start working in your analysis and use summary sparingly, only to make your point.
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