
Introduction:  

• The relevant background needed to understand the argument.  
• This is not just a summary of every event, but generally includes most, if not all of the following:  

• Factual information  
• Names, Dates, Places,  
• People Groups,  
• Conceptual assumptions  
• Limits of the investigation/research  
• Relevance of the specific investigation (why is this investigation including the limits imposed worthy 

of one’s time to research?  
• Statement of the thesis statement (why is this particular paper worthy of ones time to read when I could 

read the wikipedia page on the topic, or a book on the topic, or another paper on the topic?)  

The number of paragraphs in the introduction is dependent on the topic and the type of assignment. For a 2000 word 
paper, one paragraph should be sufficient and two should be the most.  

For a 5000 word paper, less than a three paragraph introduction is recommended.  

Body paragraphs:  

• Topic sentence  
• The topic sentence must  

• Be clear,  
• Be an argument rather than a fact 
• Make an argument that can be proven within the paragraph,  
• Clearly proves part of the thesis.  

• In the following sentences:  
• Defend the topic sentence with factual information and secondary source validation. 
• Quotes from primary sources are often very helpful.  

• But it is imperative that the writer make clear how a primary source quote supports/helps prove the 
topic sentence.  

• It is best if the quote and the illustration of the support (which is the analysis) is part of the same 
sentence rather than separated by two sentences (two sentences or hanging it on the end with 
words like “this is important because…” or “…which shows…” is usually what we refer to as 
“bolt on analysis” ).  

• Quoting from secondary sources can be helpful, but… 
• You should only quote when the historian is saying something better than the way you can say it. 

• Your paper should be unique to you, which means that a historian was rarely thinking about the 
sentence in the exact same way that you were thinking about it when they wrote it.  

• You should not have stand alone quotes, and rarely will you use the whole sentence.  
• You must still cite the historian with a superscript notation at the end of the sentence even when you 

are not directly quoting.  
• Direct quotes will be in quotation marks and have a notion at the end of the sentence (e.g. “This is 

a direct quote.”1 ) While paraphrases will have a citation without quotation marks (e.g. Sometimes 
I only need the idea and not the exact words.2).  

• Stronger paragraphs will articulate the differences in the historians’ arguments while still supporting 
the overall topic sentence.  

• Conclusion sentence:  
• Reassert the topic sentence and illustrate how the point being made in the paragraph supports the 

thesis.  

Conclusion paragraph:  
• Reassert each of the main points made in the previous paragraphs.  
• Reassert the thesis  

Structure and Potential Pitfalls in Writing History



Issues to look out for:  
Comment from graders and what to watch out for.  

A source is 
a source is 
a source is 
not correct!  

One must 
evaluate 
sources in 
order to 
recognize 
how much 
weight one 
must give 
that source 
when using 
it to 
support an 
argument.  

Must have academic sources. (University Press published books, peer reviewed academic journal, 
Primary source material.)  



You must be able to prove any statement that you make in a history paper. “What if…” or “If this 
would not have happened….” statements are impossible to prove. Even statements that are not 
hypothetical, can be problematic if there is a lack of focus and substantiation.  
 

Lack of substantiation 
means that you have 
presented some 
argument, but you have 
not illustrated why that 
argument is valid. You 
have made claims 
(normative statements) 
without facts (positive 
statements) to back 
them up. 

Simply name dropping a historian does not mean that you have supported your position.  

“unsp” 
stands for 
unsupported  

 

Must stay on topic.  



The analysis is bolted on to this paragraph. Bolt-on analysis is at least analysis, but it does lead the 
grader to wonder where the analysis is while they are reading.   

 

This is all very narrative and does not show analysis.  

(Different paper from above).  



Detecting a failing research paper:  

1. Overt Plagiarism - blatant copy of another work.  
• This can be the entire paper or a section.  
• In the strictest sense, even one sentence is enough to be declared plagiarized.  

2. Improper referencing.  
• This is plagiarism that results from:  

1. Using someone else’s words without quotation marks and proper footnote reference.  
2. Using someone else’s  idea without proper footnote reference.  
3. Eliminating quotation marks by only changing key words (usually verbs, sometimes adjectives, 

sometimes making nouns more general — all of which usually only weakens what was originally said).  
4. Citing a quote or paraphrase, but not properly including page numbers.  

3. Only summarizing or narrating a historical event rather than analyzing.  
• Narrating what happened is not doing history.  

1. Academic history is about doing historical analysis.  
2. Historians ask and answer “Why” questions about causes and consequences of changes and/or 

continuities over time. They seek to understand the significance of an event from multiple 
perspectives. They continually seek the an elusive understanding of why things occurred the way they 
did and why those things re important.  

3. Antiquarians simply “collect the past;” they only narrative what occurred without answering “Why” 
questions.  

4. Using improper sources 
• A few examples:  

1. Wikipedia 
2. Encyclopedia Britannica  
3. Pretty much anything with the word encyclopedia in the title  
4. history.com 
5. historynow.com 
6. Pretty much  any website with the world history in the website title  
7. JCunningham.org  
8. There is nothing special about .org websites compared to .com  when it comes to academic credibility.  

• All sources must be critically analyzed.  
9. TheOnion.com 
10. bobknowshistory.edu  

• Edu websites are required to be associated with a recognized educational institution, but you must 
still critically analyze them. 

• A professor writing out some of his ideas on his website is different from a professor submitting a 
paper for academic peer review.   

• Stick with university presses and peer-reviewed journals for secondary sources if at all possible 

5. Falling off topic  
• When your question purports to answer one thing but you end up answering something else.  
• You should alter your stated question and research goal and make sure that you have answered it.  

6. Doing a paper that is not academically in the subject it purports to be.  
• A History paper is a history paper 

• Papers cannot be current events, politics, science, film, or any other subject.  
• One example would be doing a paper such as a history of science paper and turning it in as a science 

paper, or vice versa.  
7.

http://history.com
http://historynow.com
http://JCunningham.org
http://TheOnion.com

