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A Guide for Writing LIT Papers

Basics

All academic texts (research essays/term papers, BA and MA theses, portfolios) must
conform to the usual standards for academic writing. Please note that unless
otherwise specified all your LIT papers should adhere to MLA style (parenthetical
citation, layout, works cited list). For detailed questions on literary studies standards
of style and referencing, please consult the following resources:

e The Purdue Online Writing Lab: https://owl.english.purdue.edu/. — A large and

helpful collection of (generally valuable) advice on all aspects of the research
and writing process.

e« The MLA Handbook for Writers of Research Papers (New York: The Modern
Language Association): https://www.mla.org/MLA-Style. — Answers all

questions on correct referencing. New editions appear regularly; it is not

absolutely necessary to use the newest edition, but please stick to one.

What is a research essay/term paper?

The information in this guide focuses on the genre of the Hausarbeit (research
essay/term paper). Larger research projects (your BA or MA thesis) are not usually
regarded as “essays.” However, the gist of the information below still applies also to
those more expansive instances of academic writing.

Generally speaking, a research essay is a comprehensive piece of writing that deals
with a specific topic. In doing so, an essay is driven by the intention of contributing to
a proper understanding of its topic. Ideally, it manages to show its topic in a new light
and thus to produce new insights in relation to it. The idea of rigorously testing and
weighing a set of arguments is particularly important. As it is put in one of the
sections of the Purdue Online Writing Lab, the “essence of the academic essay” is “to

encourage students to test or examine their ideas concerning a particular topic.”

Formalities

A research essay/term paper consists of:


https://owl.english.purdue.edu/
https://www.mla.org/MLA-Style

A cover sheet (incl. title of seminar, title of paper, your name, contact data,
matriculation number, module, name of your instructor, date of submission).
The table of contents (divided by Arabic numbers: 1.,2.,2.1.,2.2, 3., ...).

The text consisting of introduction, main part and conclusion.

A bibliography/works cited section: additional research is expected! You

should consult at least 10 secondary titles (individual articles, academic
monographs, edited volumes) which must all be cited conforming to MLA
guidelines:

o “MLA In-Text Citations: The Basics” via Purdue OW L

o “MLA Works Cited Page: Basic Format” via Purdue OWL

o “MLA Sample Works Cited Page” via Purdue OWL

Length

The length of your research essay depends on the type of the paper as well as on

your study programme. For instance, BA students will write term papers of approx.
2.500-5.000 words and a BA thesis of 12.000-15.000 words. MA students will write
between 4.000-6.000 words in term papers and approx. 20.000-25.000 words in their

MA thesis. If you are not sure about the requirements, check your Modulhandbuch

(Modulbeschreibungen on PORTA or scroll down here). Cover sheet, table of

contents, appendices and Declaration of Academic Integrity are excluded from the

total word count.

Formatting:

Use standard margin sizes (2.5 cm right and left, 3.0 cm at top and bottom).
Your font should be legible and your font size 11 or 12 point (such as Times
New Roman 12 or Arial 11).

Footnotes are usually put in a smaller font (such as Times New Roman 10 or
Arial 9). Footnotes should be explanatory, not citational as you are already
using a parenthetical citation style. See section on explanatory or content
notes here.

Use 1.5 line spacing for the main text.

Page numbers should be included at the top or the bottom of the page.
Paragraphs: first line indented, except for the first paragraph of a

chapter/subchapter and after an indented quote.
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e Bibliography/Works Cited: use hanging indentation.
¢ Required attachments:

o signed and completed Studienverlaufsbelege (depending on module).

o Declaration of Academic Integrity, signed in the original.

How to Write a Research Essay (Term Paper)

1. Find your topic: think about a topic that genuinely interests you and that is
complex enough to bear an extensive discussion. The topic should have a well-
defined purpose, proceed from a genuine research question, and lead towards an
original thesis statement.

2. Reformulate your topic into a series of questions.

3. Read up on that topic: find out what has already been discussed by other
scholars (in that case, try to find a new angle on your chosen topic or try to find
different primary texts that may offer a new line of argument); find out whether
there are aspects you have not thought about yet; what methods other scholars
have used to find answers to their questions. Use databases to do your research:
MLA, ABELL, LION, JSTOR,... and only then use the library catalogues to find out
which sources are available from your library and which you might have to order.

4. Try to articulate your own interest and your position vis-a-vis scholarly debate: do
you agree with the debate so far? Where do you disagree and why? How can you

contribute to this debate? This is where you formulate your research/thesis

statement, i.e. your core argument which articulates your paper’s main aims and

claims.

The thesis statement is the backbone of your paper: it appears early in your
introduction and will re-appear throughout your chapters; it delineates your

argument’s scope and structure; it utilizes action verbs.

5. Do not start writing before you have a clear thesis statement, before you know the
structure and line of your argument, which passages from the primary texts you
want to quote to support your argument, which critical sources you want to cite or
refute and when. Questions you can ask yourself to determine if you are ready to
start writing: Are the steps of your argument clear, coherent and persuasive? Is
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there a red thread leading your reader through your paper? What additional
information does your reader need to understand your point? Are your quotations
(from primary or secondary material) relevant to the point under discussion? At
this stage, it is very helpful to create mind maps and to brainstorm with others

(such as your lecturer or your peers).

Tips for Structuring Your Text

The Introduction

e should be written at the end of the work process

« should contain your research/thesis statement

e should explain what your topic is, why it is important and how you will
approach it.
What: it is not necessary to repeat the title of your paper; it is, however,
necessary to explain what the idea or the problem behind it is.
Why: Why are you treating this topic (critical or social relevance rather than
personal interest called for)? What are key questions arising from the topic?
How far have they been solved? You can do this by, for example, quoting or
summing up a position in research and explaining why you are taking a
different point of view, etc.
How: What critical concepts, methods or theories do you use? What critical
terms may have to be explained here or in your theoretical framing in the main
part of the paper? (e.g. “queer”; “identity”; “subjectivity”; “interpellation”;
“reparative”; theories of the construction of gender, of the relation between
discourse and power, etc.)

o should include a brief outline: do not just provide a list of what is to come, but
rather state why you have chosen specific texts or media, how the steps of
your argument follow each other, etc.

The Main Part
Your tasks when dealing with a topic are:
o Define the terms you work with and provide an overview of prior research, if

necessary in a separate theory chapter.



Analysing and interpreting, i.e. closely considering a well-selected and
clearly documented primary source or set of primary sources (novels, poems,
films, plays, etc.). Make sure to go beyond the content level: How does the
text (play, film, etc.) achieve its effects, and which literary (dramatic, cinematic)
strategies does it employ?

Arguing, i.e. finding a point of view on your topic which you support with
arguments taken from your text.

Explaining, i.e. supporting your arguments with relevant examples from your
text.

Discussing, i.e. summing up — drawing conclusions — evaluating (use
secondary literature to support your view or to argue against). Always quote
the sources which you use (even if you think that the information which you

are giving is current and well-known)!

Structuring your Argument

Use your chapter headlines to refer to your main observations and research
questions (they help you create a red thread leading your reader through your
argument); headlines must correspond to those given in the table of contents.
Write chapters that actually offer answers: Every chapter you write must refer
to your thesis statement.

Signposting and transitions: begin each major chapter with a look back on
your argument’s trajectory: what have we learned so far? And what is coming
next? You move from chapter to chapter by continuously referring to what you
were able to prove and what questions and/or answers arose with your
observations.

Divide all your sections into paragraphs; one paragraph — one main idea: do
not jump from one idea to another or jumble them all into one large heap.
Avoid one-sentence-paragraphs: a paragraph signals an argumentative unit
which usually consists of a topic sentence (announcing what this paragraph
will discuss, stating a hypothesis, introducing a new idea), an argument (1+
sentences explaining the relevance of this point and how it functions; think of
arguments as an answer to the question ‘why is this so?’ — ‘because...’) and
examples (usually from the primary text to support your argument). Sentences
within a paragraph should cohere logically; if you have a mere string of



sentences that stand individually (and thus would need a paragraph of their
own), you have to re-think your line of argument.

Avoid ending a paragraph on a quotation; always provide a frame for
quotations, i.e. sum up the key point of the quotation and relate it to your own
argument.

Avoid summaries of content since your reader will be familiar with the primary
texts themselves: not what happens is of interest, but why, and how it is
rendered — note: this does not apply to theoretical concepts or secondary
literature, which must be introduced, with relevant points briefly summarised.
Use conjunctions and adverbials to organize your argument logically: however,
since, although, thus, on the one hand — on the other hand, to begin with, to

conclude, to sum up, etc.

The Conclusion

Should not explain the topic again; that should be clear by now. The point is
rather to sum up in what relation the text(s) discussed stands to the topic of
your paper, how the individual readings add up to a result that is an answer to
the research statement proposed in the introduction. If you feel that you have
not come to a result, rethink your topic, methods and argument.

Use the conclusion to think of questions you have or might not have been able
to answer. Evaluate your own work and provide concrete directions for future

research, if relevant.

How to Deal with Research by Others

1.

Summarise the state of the art (i.e. what research already exists) in a section

either at the end of the introduction or (if necessary) in greater detail at the

beginning of a respective chapter on methodology and theoretical concepts in

your main part: What is the main consensus on your topic? Are there different

viewpoints available? How have certain arguments evolved in the course of the

debate? This will enable you to state more clearly where you are with your own

contribution. Do you wish to offer a revision of or addition to theoretical concepts?
Why?



Golden rule: Do not follow others’ opinions blindly but discuss them critically.

2. Quote research (only) when it is necessary:

« Common knowledge about primary sources such as publication dates need no
reference. Mention it casually where it clarifies a point you make, for example:
Marlowe wrote his Jew of Malta (1589 or 1590) without knowing
Shakespeare's Merchant of Venice (1600).

« Common sense views (on “the Elizabethan period” or “morals of the Victorian
age”) are problematic — as stark generalisations, they are usually incorrect
when looked at more closely.

e Scholarly knowledge we would not have without the work of a particular
scholar (e.g. archival information they made available, a book they first moved
into the debate, a new concept they proposed) has to be referenced in the text
itself or in a footnote.

« Generally, all analyses, interpretations and assessments of other experts must
be acknowledged and evaluated: What led this scholar to formulate such a
view? Do you agree with it? Why (not)? Does your research substantiate or

revise this particular view?

Golden rule: Consider your own paper and reflect where you would feel exploited
and disrespected by readers using your thoughts or your analysis without stating

that they received this insight out of your work.

In times of easily accessible online sources, generative Al and LLMs like ChatGPT,
correct use of secondary material has become a vital issue. It is absolutely necessary

to adhere to the ethical standards of scholarly research.

What does this mean exactly?

o Always acknowledge your sources: you can explicitly name scholars and their
opinions in the text (“As Ina Schabert points out in her literary history, ...”),
followed by a reference in brackets. Showing you have read and digested the
relevant secondary criticism is part of your task! Do not pretend other people's

ideas (probably well known to your seminar leader anyways) are your own —




you are not being asked to invent the wheel anew but to engage in a scholarly
debate with other critics.

o Never copy-and-paste, either from printed or from electronic sources without
citation. This might be tempting because you think you can save time or that
you cannot express a point as well in your own words. But taking a whole
passage from its context and implanting it into your text will inevitably lead to
shifts in perspective, argument and expression, which does nothing for your
work and can lead to charges of plagiarism. Smoothing out these
argumentative creases definitively costs more time than just writing one's own
text. Also, articulating a thought in your own words will help you to think

through your argument and result in a better paper.

A Further Note on Al
Generative Al is exploitative of intellectual property. No use of it could adhere to
ethical standards of scholarly research. Generative Al is dependent on massive
datasets of textual output for training purposes. The specifics of these datasets are
often not made publicly available, but given their size, they conventionally include
data that is copyrighted or otherwise protected, for example by the European General
Data Protection Regulation. Datasets have been proven to include material such as
literary and academic writing, newspaper material, social media discourse, and even
digital interaction such as email and direct messages.
e Do not use generative Al to produce text that you submit to your LIT lecturers
for supervision or grading. This includes portions of text (“only the abstract”,
“only the literature review”), draft versions, and related textual work such as
shortening, expanding, summarizing, editing your own work.
e Do not use generative Al for the development of research questions,
hypotheses, method outlines, literature reviews, or bibliographies.
« Do not use generative Al for the generation of research statements or
arguments, or for the interpretation of your primary and secondary sources.
« Do not use generative Al to circumvent reading, e.g. by generating digests of
summarized research literature.
« Do not use generative Al for your processes of brainstorming, pondering,
reasoning, doubting, rejecting, and generally thinking and wondering about the

work you are engaged in.



« Do not use official grammar correction or improvement tools and bots such as
grammerly.com, Deepl.com and the Microsoft Word Editor programme — for
they have all expanded with generative functions (e.g. by changing word order

or rephrasing and adding to your original formulations).

Using generative Al is not research. The bad quality of generative Al output is well-
documented. Generative Al is not a resource for culling information, “knowledge,” or
data; the output of LLMs constitutes statistically likely strings of words, not coherent
and informed perceptions of the social world. Generative Al platforms are not tools for
research (literary or otherwise) in the way that dictionaries and databases, corpora
and repositories are parts of the scholarly toolkit. The outcomes of generative Al use
are not reliable, not reproducible, not citable due to lack of traceable authorship and
therefore unfit as a source; they are not empirically grounded or anchored to any
notion of critical and creative thinking.

Writing is thinking, and thinking is the important part. Critical thinking is the
essential skill a humanities programme such as English will teach you. Future
employers will hire you for this skill, particularly. The very point of research in the
humanities and social sciences (and probably all other disciplines) is to grapple with
concepts and theories, to make imperfect observations about the world, and to try
and derive social meaning and insight from them. Whenever this feels challenging
and messy, you are usually doing it right. Sitting down with your ideas, data and
interpretations and trying to make sense of them is not a burdensome task on the to-
do-list that can be outsourced where possible but constitutes the essence of
becoming and being a researcher. Writing up and/or visualizing your data and ideas
is the path that leads to the creation of new knowledge — even and especially when it
is tentative, iterative, and less-than-perfect.

Your voice as a researcher is what matters. We are not interested in reading
machine-generated material; it is your interpretation of sources, concepts and
theories that we are interested in. In short, it is your voice — your perspective, your
take, your positionality — that makes your research output socially meaningful and of

relevance to your readers.

Can I risk to state my own opinion — even if it contradicts my lecturer’s?



Most emphatically, yes! The most interesting pieces of work are those which lead
your readers to second thoughts. However, be careful not to give your private opinion
(“I like Desdemona and think she does not deserve this treatment”) or retreat into the
safe realm of relativity (“Anyone might have their own view...”). Any such
interpretation is basically a plea not to discuss things any further but just to state
different opinions. Rather, your task is to arrive at an informed, scholarly opinion by
way of presenting a persuasive line of argument that your readers can follow and, if
they want to, check back with the sources used — that is why you need to state all

references to primary or secondary texts.

When Writing your Paper

Choose either British English or American English and stick to it throughout. Try to
write grammatically correct, plain and coherent English and avoid words and
expressions which you are not sure about. Avoid evasive language (“kind of’-
statements); instead, try saying exactly what you want to say. Do not use abbreviated
verb forms (“don’t”, “I'm”) or colloquial language. Aim for a scholarly style.

« Before you hand in your paper, edit it carefully. Re-read your argument and
check whether its different parts fit together coherently. Make sure your
transitions work, your sources and bibliography are accurate, and your spelling
is correct. Use the spellcheck function in Word, consult a thesaurus where
helpful (programmes like Grammarly have integrated extensive Al tools and
thus fall under our no-Al policy), and check the layout: are all pages complete
and numbered correctly? Do the table of contents, headings, and page

numbers match?

Revising and, where necessary, rewriting are essential parts of the writing

process. A paper that has been properly edited is immediately noticeable — and

this can make a significant difference to the overall quality, and often also to the
final grade.

o |If possible, try and have your paper proof-read by a native speaker or an
advanced student before you hand it in.
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Final Steps

Add a bibliography; citational style must be consistent and according to MLA
standards unless otherwise specified.

Add the Declaration of Academic Integrity, signed in the original.

Add a Studienverlaufsbeleq if necessary.

Unless otherwise specified, submit your paper in print and electronically (as
a .doc Word file, not a PDF) to your lecturer. Avoid using plastic folders or

paper clips, instead simply staple your paper.

Checklist before Submitting

For BA/MA theses, always check the HPA before registering your thesis to make sure

you are following the correct process.

Your title page includes all the required information o

Your introduction leads to your topic in an engaging way and convincingly
defines the focus of your research by stating your thesis statement and
research objectives. o

The theoretical framework of your paper is outlined clearly. o

In the main body of your paper you critically engage with sources. You
evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of existing research, discuss themes
in the literature on your topic, and address gaps or show how your own
research fits in with existing research. o

You present your thoughts coherently and in a logical order. o

In the conclusion, you explicitly state the answer to your thesis statement. o
Your bibliography lists all primary and secondary text you quote, consistently
following the rules of your chosen citation style (MLA). o

Our Criteria for Evaluating your Work

Form and Language

Formal elements: title page, table of contents, quotations, footnotes,
cohesion?
Language elements: spelling, vocabulary, punctuation, syntax & grammar,

paragraphs, academic English?
11
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Use of Literature

Works Cited: formal accuracy, completeness, is everything quoted?

Literature general: research effort, adequate use?

Primary texts: accuracy, quotes support argument, close reading and analysis
of long quotes, critical engagement with texts, analysis and interpretation
weigh more than plot summary and quotations?

Secondary texts: accuracy, completeness, quotes support argument, close
reading and analysis of long quotes, engagement with secondary texts, critical

assessment of secondary sources?

Content

Logical structure? Red thread?

Intro: leads to topic, clearly defines the focus of your research by presenting a
thesis statement and explaining research objectives?

Main chapters: definition of key terms & concepts, thesis at centre of
argument, theoretical framework is outlined clearly, length of chapters,
signposting and transitions, coherent and independent argument, readability?

Conclusion: convincing, relates once more to research/thesis statement?
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