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Students often love English 101.  Instructors usually design interesting, lively, engaging and – dare I say fun? – writing assignments, such as the personal narrative essay or the advertisement analysis essay.  However, all of the excitement students feel about their own writing and the pleasure they take in completing an assignment successfully goes right out the window at the mere mention of these two dreaded words: research essay.  

Why is the research essay so intimidating?  Why, when asked to write a research essay, do confident and competent 101 students suddenly become nervous?  Usually, students’ fear comes from a lack of familiarity with this kind of writing.  Analyzing a text using only examples from that text is difficult enough; using secondary sources seems almost impossible!  The key word there, however, is seems.  The research essay is not impossible; in fact, students will likely have to write several research essays for various classes throughout their college career.  Shouldn’t their first college experience with the assignment, then, occur in English 101?  

As unbelievable as it may sound, writing a research paper can be fun. Some professors create the research assignment around a specific text or topic, while others allow you to choose one for yourself.  If you have the opportunity, choose a subject that inspires your curiosity.  Your interest will directly affect the quality of your essay.  No professor wants to read a research essay from a student who a) already thinks she knows everything there is to know about the subject or b) has no interest in the subject and simply chose it because he thought it would be easy to write about.  If you choose a subject that you want to know more about, the research will seem less like a chore and more like reading for pleasure, which will enrich your own writing.    


Once you have decided on a topic (and received approval from your professor), you can brainstorm ideas and outline your essay, or you can begin performing your research.  Either way, START EARLY! The research essay usually requires more preparatory time than other assignments, simply because you have to spend time reading extra articles or books.  Writing and researching at the same time can become overwhelming, so try to complete your research before you begin actually writing the essay.   


Right now you are probably thinking, “Complete my research?!  I don’t even know how to begin!”  The truth is, you probably perform research every day without even knowing it.  Have you ever looked up the season statistics of a professional baseball player who is on your fantasy team?  Have you ever looked for information on the Atkins diet?  If so, you have done research.  To research simply means to look for information.  The only difference for this assignment is that getting the information requires a bit more work than a Google web search.  

You can often find valuable information through the library’s online electronic databases, but an actual visit to the library will greatly enhance the quality of your research.  How, you ask?  Well, let’s say you want to write a paper about the death imagery in “The Raven” by Edgar Allan Poe.  You search the electronic library catalog for a book about Poe’s poetry and the catalog shows nine titles, only three of which seem somewhat relevant to your topic.  You head to the library to pick up these three books, and you notice that there is an even better book sitting on the shelf which did not come up in the library catalog search.  You put two of the three other books back on the shelf and leave with two excellent secondary sources for your essay.  You find three other sources through the electronic databases and one online, and you’re all set to begin the actual research.  If your search for sources does not yield satisfactory results, ask a librarian for help.  Librarians usually know how to find exactly what you want and they enjoy helping students.

Once you have chosen your sources, skim through them and try to get an idea of the main points. You do not have to read an entire book about nineteenth-century American women in order to use it as a source for your essay on “The Raven,” but skimming the entire book is a good idea.  Then, go back and carefully read the sections that seem interesting to you or that directly relate to your own essay topic.  Finally, take notes on these sections and keep them in front of you while you write your essay. Remember to keep track of where you found your research information; you will need to cite your sources properly later on in the drafting process.    

    When you write the first draft of the research essay, try to focus on your own analysis of the topic. In an essay about “The Raven,” the poem is your primary (main) text.  Your original points about the poem are the most important part of the essay, while the support from your secondary sources (i.e. articles and books about the poem) comes second.   Also, try not to stress over the details of in-text citations and quotations in your first draft.  While these details are very important in a research essay, you might fall into the trap of spending too much time and energy worrying about citation style and not enough working out your own analysis.  Usually, your professor will go over this aspect of the research paper in class with you so that you will know how to cite sources and create a bibliography or list of works cited correctly.  By the second draft, you should definitely incorporate the appropriate in-text citations and continually edit them along with the text of your essay.  If you have questions or don’t understand the required citation format, ask for help from your professor, a peer, or a tutor at the University Writing Center. If you still feel confused, check out the online guides and tutorials offered by the University Writing Center and the library.  

Remember that the research essay is not very different from any other essay—the process still requires brainstorming, outlining, drafting and revising, but a few extra steps are necessary. Don’t be frightened to take those extra steps—with a positive attitude and an early start, you will find that writing a research essay can be just as fun as your other 101 assignments.  

