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Choosing & Focusing a Topic 
 
One of the very earliest steps in the research process is choosing a topic. Putting a good deal of thought 
into this step is well worthwhile so that that the rest of the research process will be as successful and 
interesting for you as possible. 
 
Guidelines for choosing a good research topic: 
A good research topic is one that you will enjoy researching and one that will produce successful results. 
With this in mind, you should make sure that the topic you choose meets all of the following 
requirements:  
 

• The topic should be interesting to you. 
You should choose a topic that fits your own interests and abilities. If you choose a topic you 
really want to know more about, you will probably be much more engaged in the process and 
do a much better job than if you choose a topic you find dull or overly complex. 

 
• The topic should be researchable.  

If you cannot find enough information relevant to your topic, you will struggle to complete 
your research project. Before you decide on a topic, it is a good idea to perform a preliminary 
search to make sure there are enough sources about your topic to be able to research. 

 
• The topic should be focused. 

Your topic should be focused enough that your final product can adequately cover all relevant 
points, but broad enough that you will be able to find enough information to successfully 
complete your final product.  

 
How to focus a topic: 

• Read background information about your topic in an encyclopedia or on a reliable website. 
• Ask questions such as who, what, where, when, and how. 
• Talk to other people about your topic to generate new ideas. 
• Create a diagram with branching subtopics. 

 
Example: 

 
 
 

Homework 

Successful 
homework strategies 

Improving homework 
completion 

 

Disadvantages of 
homework 

Cheating on 
homework 

Negative 
effects of 
homework 
on family 

life 

After-
school 

homework 
programs 

Qualities 
of a good 
homework 
assignment 

Managing 
time in 
order to 
complete 
homework 

Using 
mnemonic 
devices to 
study for 

tests 
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Formulating a Research Question 
 
Your research question should be focused and limited.  In other words, your research question can’t be 
too broad or you’ll end up just giving an overview of a topic instead of arguing or analyzing it.  The 
research project starts with a question instead of a thesis statement because it allows you to keep an open 
mind as you conduct your research.  You are probably starting out with a certain idea or opinion about 
your topic; if you research only your opinion, you’re likely to find only facts that support your opinion 
and ignore the other side, which won’t be very effective in convincing your opponents.  As you answer 
your research question, it will evolve into your thesis. 
 
Guidelines for research questions: 
A good research question should have all of the following elements: 

• Be written as a single interrogative sentence 
• Contain a focused topic 
• Generate an argumentative or analytical paper 
• Contain specific language rather than vague language like “it” or “they” 

 
Process for generating a research question: 
The argumentative research paper consists of an introduction in which the writer clearly introduces the 
topic and states his opinion; an important goal of the argumentative research paper is persuasion, which 
means the topic chosen should be debatable or controversial. For example, you may start out with the 
opinion that all homework is bad.  However, you need to study the research with an open mind, so you 
need to broaden the question.  Your question may be as follows: 
 
 Is homework beneficial or detrimental for high school students?  
 
The analytical research paper begins with a research question that allows for exploration and evaluation, 
and eventually leads you to take a stand or come up with concrete results. For example, perhaps you are 
interested in exploring homework, and determining how teachers can assign homework that students 
might complete more successfully.  Your question may be as follows: 
 
 How can schools improve the quality and effectiveness of homework assignments? 
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Formulating Research Sub-Questions 
 
Research sub-questions help you to answer the main research question by guiding your search for 
evidence and helping you to “chunk” information in a logical way as you discover it.  You may find the 
sub-questions helpful in determining key search terms as you search for sources.  When you write your 
outline, the sub-questions will become main ideas/key points (I, II, III, IV, V, etc.) 
 
Guidelines for research sub-questions: 
A good research sub-question should have all of the following elements: 

• Be written as a single interrogative sentence 
• Contain a focused topic 
• Help you to answer the main research question (“What do I need to know in order to answer / 

support this question?”) 
• Contain specific language rather than vague language like “it” or “they” 

 
Example: 
 
Main research question:  
 

How can schools improve the quality and effectiveness of homework assignments? 
 
Research sub-questions:  
 

I. What is the purpose of assigning homework? 

II. What types of homework are beneficial to learning? 

III. What problems prevent some students from completing their homework? 

IV. How can schools and teachers increase student completion of homework? 

 
Keep in mind that you may end up changing your questions or re-arranging them in a more logical order 
as you search for evidence or when you create your outline. 
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Identifying Key Search Terms 
 
In order to be able to find sources effectively, you need to identify a number of key terms to use in a 
search request. It is not enough to settle on two or three key terms; you need to come up with a variety of 
words that will provide you with the widest range of relevant results. As you begin to find and read 
sources, you might discover more terms that might produce additional sources. 
 
Guidelines for using key search terms: 

• Don’t use complete statements or ask questions. 
• Avoid unnecessary words such as a, the, to, for, in. 
• Identify only the most important words in your research questions. 
• Brainstorm a list of possible synonyms for your key terms. 
• As you read sources, keep a list of new terms you encounter to try in a search request. 

 
Advanced search tips: 
• To search for a PHRASE 

Put quotation marks around the phrase to indicate that you want only results that include those 
words as a phrase and not as two separate terms. For instance, performing a search for 

 will only return results with the phrase alternative education and not 
results that use the words “alternative” and “education” separately. 

 
• To EXCLUDE a term  

Use a minus sign before the term and the search engine will return only results that do not contain 
that term. For example,  will return only results that contain the word 
patriots without the word football. 

 
• To search a SPECIFIC SITE 

Use site: followed by the name of a specific website to limit your results to only that website. For 
example  will return only results from the New York Times site that 
contain the word economy.  
You can also use site: to specify a specific domain (com, edu, org, mil, net). For example, 

 will return only results with the word cancer on sites with the edu 
domain.  
You can also exclude a specific site or domain from your search results. For example, 

 will return only results containing the word advertising that are not 
commercial sites. 

 
• To return VARIATIONS OF A TERM 

Use an asterisk after the root term with different endings. For example, searching for 
 will return results containing not only the word medic but also the 

words medical, medicine, and medicare.  
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Creating a Works Cited Page 
 
The Works Cited page comes at the end of your research paper and is an alphabetized list of the sources 
you use to write your paper. (You should generally not include sources you do not actually use in your 
paper, even if you read them.) Each source has its own entry on the Works Cited page that contains all the 
relevant publication information for that source. 
 
Depending on the type of source (magazine article, website, book, etc.), a works cited entry calls for 
different information. You will have to consult a research handbook or use Noodletools to determine the 
correct information to include for each source that you use.  
 
The method you use to access your source is also important. For instance, to cite an article you found in a 
printed magazine, you would use the following format: 
 
Basic format for an article from a magazine in print: 

• Author’s last name, first name. 
• Title of article in quotation marks. 
• Title of source in italics 
• Publication day month year: 
• Page numbers. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
However, if you accessed this magazine article from a database through Marvel rather than in print form, 
you would have to alter your works cited entry by adding the following information: 
 
Basic format for an article from a magazine in a database: 

• Author’s last name, first name. 
• Title of article in quotation marks. 
• Title of source in italics 
• Publication day month year: 
• Page numbers. 
• Name of database in italics. 
• The word Web. 
• Access day month year. 
• Website url in angle brackets. 
 

 

 
 
 
 
  

 
Boser, Ulrich. "A New Law Is Put to the Test." U.S. News & World Report 22 Mar. 2004: 70.  

 
Boser, Ulrich. "A New Law Is Put to the Test." U.S. News & World Report 22 Mar. 2004: 70. Middle 

Search Plus. Web. 15 June 2011. <http://www.maine.gov/marvel>. 
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General guidelines for a works cited page: 

• The title Works Cited is centered at the top of the page 
• Entries are listed in alphabetical order by the author’s last name (if a work has no author, it is 

alphabetized by its title). 
• Entries are formatted using hanging indents, which means the first line of each entry extends out 

to the left hand margin, but the rest of the lines of each entry are indented. 
• Like the rest of the paper, the Works Cited page has a header (with your last name and the page 

number) and is entirely double-spaced. 
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Using Parenthetical Citations 
 
When you use information that is not your own, you must give credit to the source. This is done 
by using parenthetical citations. This involves placing relevant source information in parentheses 
after any kind of information you use that you have gathered from a source. Failure to use 
parenthetical citations after information you gathered from sources is a form of plagiarism. 
 
General Guidelines for parenthetical citations: 

• The source information that you use in a parenthetical citation must match the source 
information on the Works Cited page. More specifically, whatever word or phrase you 
use in the parenthetical citation must be the first thing that appears on the left-hand 
margin of the matching entry in the Works Cited list. 

• When using a parenthetical citation, the period of the sentence goes after the end 
parenthesis. 

• The page number that you use in a parenthetical citation should be the original source 
page number. Do not use the page numbers the printer puts at the bottom of your 
printouts. Internet sources do not often indicate a specific page number, so your 
parenthetical citations may often lack page numbers.  

 
Basic format: 

• Author’s last name 
• Page number (if any) 
• No punctuation between author and page 
• Period of the sentence comes after the citation 

 
Romantic poetry is characterized by the "spontaneous overflow of powerful 
feelings" (Wordsworth 263). 
 

No author: 
• Title of article (or shortened title of article) in quotation marks  
• Page number (if any) 
• No punctuation between title and page 
 

We see so many global warming hotspots in North America because this region 
has “more readily accessible climatic data” (“Impact of Global Warming” 6). 

 
Two authors with the same last name: 

• Initial of first name and full last name  
• Page number (if any) 
• No punctuation between author and page 
• If first names start with the same letter, use full first name 
 

Although some medical ethicists claim that cloning will lead to designer 
children (R. Miller 12), others note that the advantages for medical research 
outweigh this consideration (A. Miller 46). 
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Two works by the same author: 

• Author’s last name 
• Title of article (or shortened title of article) in quotation marks 
• Page number (if any) 
• Use a comma between the author’s last name and title 
 

Computers are not useful tools for small children (Lightenor, "Too Soon" 38), 
though early exposure to computer games does lead to better small motor skill 
development in a child's second and third year (Lightenor, "Hand-Eye 
Development" 17). 

 
One work by two authors: 

• Authors’ last names combined by the word and 
• Page number (if any) 

 
Research conducted before 1999 concluded that there was “no nationally-
accredited document to prove the connection between mobile phone use and 
traffic accidents” (Cain and Burris 32). 

 
One work by three authors: 

• Authors’ last names separated by commas and the word and 
• Page number (if any) 

 
The authors state "Tighter gun control in the United States erodes Second 
Amendment rights" (Smith, Yang, and Moore 76). 

 
One work by more than three authors: 

• Last name of the first listed author 
• The Latin abbreviation “et al.” (meaning “and others”) 
• Page number (if any) 
 

Legal experts counter Smith, Yang, and Moore's argument by noting that the 
current spike in gun violence in America compels law makers to adjust gun 
laws (Jones et al. 4). 
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Quoting 
 
Quoting is using exactly the same words as the original source. When you quote, you must use quotation 
marks around the original words, and you must use parenthetical citations to give credit to the source. 
 
Guidelines for determining when to use quotes: 

• Quotes are generally used for short pieces of information ranging from a few words to a few 
lines. 

• Use quotes when the source uses just the right words to express the idea and you can’t say it any 
better or any clearer. 

• Use quotes for statements from people who are experts in the field of your research. 
• Use quotes for statements that express a unique idea or point of view. 

 
Attributing quotes to the speaker: 

• If you use a quote from a source that is a direct quote by a speaker, you must identify the speaker 
in your own work. 

 
Source:  
“Homework Hubbub.” Current Events 27 Oct. 2006: 3. Middle Search Plus. Web. 15 June 2011. 

<http://www.maine.gov/ !marvel>. 

Original: 
Some students say that homework bogs down busy teens. Rachel Myrick of Myers Park High 
School in North Carolina told The Charlotte Observer that some assignments are okay. “But 
often in higher grades teachers pile on page after page of busy work that is neither productive nor 
healthy. Add extracurricular activities, athletics, studying, and social time, and it’s a wonder teens 
can function at all.” 

 
Quote:  
According to high school student Rachel Myrick, “teachers pile on page after page of busy 
work that is neither productive nor healthy” (“Homework Hubbub” 3). 

 
Using single quotation marks within double quotation marks: 

• If the original source uses quotations marks (“) around a word or phrase, change these to single 
quotation marks (‘) in your own work. 

 
Source: 
Kralovec, Etta, and John Buell. “End Homework Now.” Educational Leadership Apr. 2001: 39. 

Middle Search Plus. Web. 15 June 2011. <http://www.maine.gov/ !marvel>. 

Original:  
Homework supporter Harris Cooper acknowledges that “the conclusions of past reviewers of 
homework research show extraordinary variability. The reviews often directly contradict one 
another.” 
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Quote:  
“Homework supporter Harris Cooper acknowledges that ‘the conclusions of past 
reviewers of homework research show extraordinary variability. The reviews often 
directly contradict one another’” (Kravolec and Buell 39). 

 
Adding or changing words or phrases for clarity: 

• Sometimes you will need to add or change a word or phrase in the original quote in order to make 
the meaning clearer (e.g. a relevant detail that was stated earlier).  

• To add or change a word or phrase, surround the word or phrase with brackets [ ]. 
 

Source: 
Cushman, Kathleen. “Show Us What Homework’s For.” Educational Leadership Sept. 2010: 74-

78. Middle Search Plus. Web. 15 June 2011. <http://www.maine.gov/ !marvel>. 

Original:  
Kids spend many of their after-school hours doing what cognitive scientists call deliberate 
practice in areas like the arts, athletics, and hobbies. So when I set out recently to gather students’ 
perspectives on homework—for a What Kids Can Do Project in which youth explored how they 
develop motivation and mastery—I first asked the teenagers to describe their nonacademic 
practice activities. Ideally, kids told me, their homework should serve the same function, 
targeting areas of weakness and pushing them to reach a new place just within their capability. 
 
Quote:  
“Ideally, kids told [the author of “Show Us What Homework’s For”], their homework 
should serve the same function [as the practice they do in athletics and other 
nonacademic activities], targeting areas of weakness and pushing them to reach a new 
place just within their capability” (Cushman). 

 
Removing words or phrases for clarity: 

• Sometimes you will need to remove a word or phrase from the original quote in order to make the 
meaning clearer or to cut out irrelevant details.  

• To remove words or phrases, replace deleted information with a bracketed ellipsis […]. 
 

Source: 
Cooper, Harris. “Homework for All--in Moderation.” Educational Leadership Apr. 2001: 34. 

Middle Search Plus. Web. 15 June 2011. <http://www.maine.gov/ !marvel>. 

Original:  
Studies indicate that younger students have limited attention spans, or more specifically, limited 
abilities to tune out distractions. Thus, the distractions at home more easily entice them away 
from the books spread out on the kitchen table. 
 
Quote:  
“Studies indicate that younger students have limited attention spans […]. Thus, the 
distractions at home more easily entice them away from the books spread out on the 
kitchen table” (Cooper, “Homework for All” 34). 

 



LHS                                   
Research  
Guide 
 

Integrating Quotes 
 
You need to think about how you will use quotes in your writing. You should never just have a quote 
standing alone as its own sentence. If you do so, the quote will seem disconnected from your own ideas, 
and your writing will lack flow and coherence. The proper way to use a quote is to integrate it with your 
own words. The example below offers you four different ways you can integrate your quotes. 
 
Example: 
 
Source:  
“Homework Hubbub.” Current Events 27 Oct. 2006: 3. Middle Search Plus. Web. 15 June 2011. 

<http://www.maine.gov/ !marvel>. 

Original: 
Some students say that homework bogs down busy teens. Rachel Myrick of Myers Park High School in 
North Carolina told The Charlotte Observer that some assignments are okay. “But often in higher grades 
teachers pile on page after page of busy work that is neither productive nor healthy. Add extracurricular 
activities, athletics, studying, and social time, and it’s a wonder teens can function at all.” 
 
1. Start with your own complete sentence that introduces and connects to the quote with a colon. 

 
Quote:  
High school student Rachel Myrick claims that some homework doesn’t serve a purpose:   
“[T]eachers pile on page after page of busy work that is neither productive nor healthy” 
(“Homework Hubbub” 3). 

 
2. Start with an introductory phrase and connect it to the quote with a comma. 

 
Quote:  
High school student Rachel Myrick says, “[T]eachers pile on page after page of busy work that is 
neither productive nor healthy” (“Homework Hubbub” 3). 

 
3. Write your own sentence that will flow into the quote without any punctuation. 

 
Quote:  
According to high school student Rachel Myrick, some homework does not serve a purpose 
because “teachers pile on page after page of busy work that is neither productive nor healthy” 
(“Homework Hubbub” 3). 

 
4. Write your own sentence using only very short quotes of a few key words. 
 
Quote:  
 
Student Rachel Myrick says that the  “busy work” that teachers often assign in high school is 
“neither productive nor healthy” for teens who have so many other obligations outside of school 
(“Homework Hubbub” 3). 
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Paraphrasing 
 
Paraphrasing is using your own words to restate the same ideas as the original passage. When you 
paraphrase, you do not use quotation marks around your words, but you must still use parenthetical 
citations to give credit to the source. 
 
Guidelines for determining when to paraphrase: 

• Paraphrasing is generally used for short pieces of information ranging from a few words to a few 
lines. The length of your paraphrase is generally about the same length as the original quote. 

• Paraphrase when your own words will be clearer or will flow better than the original quote. 
 

Process for paraphrasing: 
1. Read the original passage until you understand its meaning. 
2. Set the original aside so you will not be tempted to look at it. 
3. Rewrite the same idea using your own words in a different sentence structure. 
4. Check your own version against the original version to make sure you have expressed the 

idea accurately in your own way. 
 
Example: 

Source: 
Marzano, Robert J., and Debra J. Pickering. “The Case For and Against Homework.” Educational 

Leadership Mar. 2007: 74-79. Middle Search Plus. Web. 15 June 2011. 

<http://www.maine.gov/ !marvel>. 

Original:  
For example, it makes good sense to only assign homework that is beneficial to student learning 
instead of assigning homework as a matter of policy. 
 
Incorrect (Plagiarized) Paraphrase:  
For instance, it's a good idea to only assign students homework that will be beneficial to 
their learning, rather than just giving homework as a matter of policy (Marzano and 
Pickering). 
 
Correct Paraphrase:  
Rather than assigning homework simply for the sake of assigning homework, a good 
teaching practice is to assign homework only when a student has something to gain from 
completing the assignment (Marzano and Pickering). 
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Summarizing 
 
Summarizing is using your own words to express only the main ideas of the original passage. When you 
summarize, you do not use quotation marks around your words, but you must still use parenthetical 
citations to give credit to the source. 
 
Guidelines for determining when to summarize: 

• Summarizing is generally used for longer pieces of information ranging from a paragraph to a 
page. The length of your summary is always shorter than the original passage. 

• Summarize when the original is too long or uses more detail than you need. 
 

Process for summarizing: 
1. Read the original passage until you understand its meaning. 
2. Reread the passage to determine the main ideas. 
3. Set the original aside so you will not be tempted to look at it. 
4. Rewrite the main ideas using your own words and your own sentence structure. 
5. Check your own version against the original version to make sure you have expressed the 

ideas accurately in your own way. 
 
Example: 

Source: 
Marzano, Robert J., and Debra J. Pickering. “The Case For and Against Homework.” Educational 

Leadership Mar. 2007: 74-79. Middle Search Plus. Web. 15 June 2011. 

<http://www.maine.gov/ !marvel>. 

Original:  
Research provides strong evidence that, when used appropriately, homework benefits student 
achievement. To make sure that homework is appropriate, teachers should follow these 
guidelines: 
* Assign purposeful homework. Legitimate purposes for homework include introducing new 
content, practicing a skill or process that students can do independently but not fluently, 
elaborating on information that has been addressed in class to deepen students’ knowledge, and 
providing opportunities for student to explore topics of their own interest. 
* Design homework to maximize the chances that students will complete it.  For example, ensure 
that homework is at the appropriate level of difficulty. Students should be able to complete 
homework assignments independently with relatively high success rates, but they should still find 
the assignments challenging enough to be interesting. 
* Involve parents in appropriate ways (for example, as a sounding board to help students 
summarize what they learned from the homework) without requiring parents to act as teachers or 
to police students' homework completion.   
* Carefully monitor the amount of homework assigned so that it is appropriate to students' age 
levels and does not take too much time away from other home activities. 
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Incorrect (Plagiarized) Summary:  
Research shows that homework benefits student achievement when teachers assign 
purposeful homework, design homework to increase the chances that students will finish 
it, involve parents in the right ways, and carefully watch the amount of homework they 
assign (Marzano and Pickering). 
 
 
Correct Summary:  
Teachers should stick to certain guidelines to make homework more valuable. They 
should only assign homework for a good reason, such as skill-building or enrichment. 
Furthermore, students should be able to complete assignments on their own without a 
great deal of struggle. Although homework may encourage parental involvement, it 
should not interfere with home life.  (Marzano and Pickering). 
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Formatting Notecards 
 
To avoid accidental plagiarism and make it easier to synthesize information in the body of your research 
paper, it is important that you take notes carefully.  You will need to summarize information, paraphrase 
lines from sources, and quote authors directly.  When you take notes, you should follow the guidelines 
outlined below. 
 
Guidelines for taking notes: 

• You will use what you’ve learned about paraphrasing, direct quotes, and summarizing as you 
record notes on your cards. 

• Notes should be long enough to provide helpful information, but not too long! 
• Everything you take notes on will be cited (using parenthetical citation or signal phrases) in 

your outline and final paper.   
• The notecard format below ensures that you will have all of the source information you need 

for your parenthetical citations.   
• As shown below, you will code your cards: 

o To your source 
o To your outline 

Example: 
Topic: Homework 

 Main research question:  
How can schools improve the quality and effectiveness of homework assignments? 

 Sub-questions:  
I. What is the purpose of assigning homework? 
II. What types of homework are beneficial to learning? 
III. What problems prevent some students from completing their homework? 
IV. How can schools and teachers increase student completion of homework? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A direct quote card takes word-for-word information from a source.  This note-taking method is most 
useful when information is phrased so perfectly that rewriting it is difficult. A direct quote does not need 
to be information that is already quoted in the source – you are providing the quotation marks! 
 

Cushman Purpose of homework 

NP DQ 

“Ideally, kids told [the author of “Show Us What 
Homework’s For”], their homework should serve the 
same function [as the practice they do in athletics 
and other nonacademic activities], targeting areas of 
weakness and pushing them to reach a new place just 
within their capability.” 

Record the 
appropriate page 
numbers or if 
the source does 
not have page 
numbers, use 
“NP” for “not 
paginated.” 

Record the last 
name of the 
source’s author 
or the article’s 
title (if no author 
is listed). 

Record the 
sub-question 
or a key word 
or phrase from 
the sub-
question. 

Record which 
type of note-
taking method 
you are using: 
direct quote, 
paraphrase, or 
summary. 

Write one major piece of information per 
card to allow you to organize and 
synthesize your information more easily 
when you write your outline and paper. 
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A paraphrase card restates information in your own words.  While you may include one or two of the 
author’s original words in a paraphrase, you should try to reword and restructure it completely to avoid 
plagiarism.  When you include paraphrased information in your research paper, you will cite the 
information as you would a direct quote. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A summary card only presents main ideas, key details, and important statistics.  Because summary cards 
often list information in bulleted form, you are less likely to plagiarize when you transfer the content to 
your research paper (when you write it as complete sentences in your outline and paper, the words are 
more likely to be your own).  You will still need to cite the information as you would a direct quote or 
paraphrase.   
 
 

Summary 
cards are 
often 
bulleted (if 
they list 
facts).  Write 
complete 
sentences 
only when 
the card is 
completely 
written in 
your own 
words. 

Marzano & Pickering 
 

Purpose of homework 
 

NP 
 

P 

 
Rather than assigning homework simply 
for the sake of assigning homework, a 
good teaching practice is to assign 
homework only when a student has 
something to gain from completing the 
assignment. 
 

Notice the 
change in the 
card type.  

Marzano & Pickering 
 

Increase Completion 
 

NP 
 

S 

Teachers should stick to certain guidelines to 
make homework more valuable:  

• Assign homework for a good reason, 
such as skill-building or enrichment  

• Students should be able to do HW on 
their own without too much struggle  

• Encourage parental involvement  
• HW should not interfere with home life  
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Formulating a Thesis Statement 
 
The thesis statement is a single sentence in which you directly state your point of view on your topic. 
Your thesis statement is the answer to the research question you wrote at the beginning of the research 
process. Only after you have collected and organized your evidence will you be ready to formulate your 
thesis statement.  
 
Guidelines for thesis statements: 
A good thesis statement should meet all of the following requirements: 

• Is written as a single declarative sentence 
• Tells the reader how you will interpret the significance of your topic 
• Tells the reader what to expect from the rest of the paper 
• Answers the research question you asked at the beginning of the process 
• Presents an argumentative or analytical point of view 
• Contains specific language rather than vague language like “it,” “they,” “good,” or “bad” 
• Passes the “so what?” and the “how and why?” tests 

 
Example: 
Reread the argumentative research question posed earlier in the unit: 
 
 Is homework beneficial or detrimental for high school students?  
 
In order to formulate a thesis statement, we can answer this question in one of two ways depending on the 
source evidence we gathered and organized throughout the research process. If the evidence we gathered 
supported the argument that homework helped students, we might construct the following thesis: 
 
 

Homework is beneficial for high school students.  
 
 

Does this thesis statement meet the requirements outlined above? 
Is written as a single declarative sentence 
Tells the reader how you will interpret the significance of your topic 
Tells the reader what to expect from the rest of the paper 
Answers the research question you asked at the beginning of the process 
Presents an argumentative or analytical point of view 
Contains specific language rather than vague language like “it,” “they,” “good,” or “bad” 
Passes the “so what?” and the “how and why?” tests 

 
This thesis statement does not pass the “how and why” test because it does not answer the question “How 
or why is homework beneficial for high school students?” We need to revise our thesis statement by 
making it more specific. 
 
 

Homework is beneficial for high school students because the extra practice increases 
academic performance.  
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Formulating Main Ideas 
 
Main ideas (key ideas/subtopics) are ideas that support your thesis statement and are supported by your 
source evidence. Your main ideas are the answers to the research sub-questions you wrote at the 
beginning of the research process. Only after you have collected and organized your evidence will you be 
ready to formulate your main ideas.  
 
 
Guidelines for main ideas: 
A good main idea should meet all of the following requirements: 

• Is written as a single declarative sentence 
• Supports the thesis statement 
• Is more specific than the thesis statement 
• Addresses the research sub-question you asked at the beginning of the process 
• Contains specific language rather than vague language like “it,” “they,” “good,” or “bad” 

 
Example: 
Reread the research sub-question posed earlier in the unit: 
 

What is the purpose of assigning homework? 

After having read sources and gathered evidence to answer this sub-question, you need to think about 
how you can use this evidence to support your thesis statement. You need to write a main idea that 
expresses how the evidence relates to the thesis: Schools and teachers should re-evaluate the way 
they assign homework in order to improve the quality and effectiveness of the homework they 
assign. 
 
So how can teachers “improve the quality of effectiveness of the homework they assign” in terms of 
“purpose”? Your main idea might sound something like this: 
 
 

They should make sure that they only assign homework that serves a clear purpose. 
 

 
Now we check to make sure we meet all of the requirements outlined above: 

Is written as a single declarative sentence 
Supports the thesis statement 
Is more specific than the thesis statement 
Addresses the research sub-question you asked at the beginning of the process 
Contains specific language rather than vague language like “it,” “they,” “good,” or “bad” 

 
This main idea contains vague language. Who are “they”? We can easily correct this main idea by using 
more specific language. 
 
 

Teachers should make sure that they only assign homework that serves a clear purpose. 
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Formatting a Full-Sentence Outline 
 
The first step in making an outline is to put your ideas in an order that makes sense.  The outline will be 
your working plan and the first step in writing your paper.  If you do your outline correctly, writing the 
paper should be simple.  Your outline should include your thesis and all of your main ideas (which will 
come from your research question and sub-questions) and supporting details. 
 
Guidelines for creating an outline: 

• The outline contains a header with your last name and page number. The page numbers on an 
outline are formatted as lower-case Roman numerals (i, ii, iii). 

• The entire outline is double-spaced in Times New Roman 12-pt font. 
• The title of your research paper is centered at the top of the document. 
• In a sentence outline, each idea is expressed as one complete sentence.   
• The order of the sentences in the outline is always the same.  

o The thesis is stated first after the word THESIS: in all-caps.  
o Each major section is represented by a number in Roman numerals: I, II, III, IV, V, VI, 

VII, VIII, IX, X (1-10 in Roman Numerals).  The Roman numerals are left justified – that 
means that they’re all the way over on the left border of your paper. 

o Supporting details and/or subtopics are represented by capital letters: A, B, C, D, etc.  
Indent these by hitting “tab” one time.  Be careful of automatic formatting – your 
computer may think it’s smarter than you, but it isn’t.   

o More specific supporting details are represented by numbers (1, 2, 3, etc.); indent these 
by hitting “tab” twice. Details that are very specific (perhaps supporting 1, 2, or 3) are 
represented by lower case letters (a, b, c, etc.); indent these by hitting “tab” three times. 

• If you have an A, you need a B; if you have a 1, you need a 2.  If all you have is one topic, why 
would you bother to break the heading up into smaller subtopics? 

• The last item on your outline is a final Roman numeral followed by the word “Conclusion.” 
 
Correct outline form: 
THESIS: 
I. 
 A. 
 B. 
  1. 
  2. 
   a. 
   b. 
    (1)  
    (2) 
     (a) 
     (b) 
 
It is unlikely that you will use the level of detail that requires (1) or (a) in your research papers at this 
time.  
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Homework That Works 

THESIS: Schools and teachers should re-evaluate the way they assign homework in order to 

improve the quality and effectiveness of the homework they assign. 

I. Teachers should make sure that they only assign homework that serves a clear purpose. 

A. Homework that builds on skills, provides additional depth of knowledge, and allows 

students to develop their own ideas all serve a useful purpose in education (Marzano 

and Pickering).  

B.  “Many educators say homework helps kids retain what they learn in class: ‘With 

anything, things need to be reinforced and practiced in order to be understood,’ [says 

principal] Susan Helms” (“Homework Hubbub” 3). 

C. Students prefer homework assignments that challenge them and push them towards 

an authentic goal. 

1.  “Ideally, kids told [the author of “Show Us What Homework’s For”], their 

homework should serve the same function [as the practice they do in athletics and 

other nonacademic activities], targeting areas of weakness and pushing them to 

reach a new place just within their capability” (Cushman). 

2. Students say that they do not gain anything from assignments that are simply 

“busywork.” One such student named Kristian said that she would learn sign 

language better if her teacher would “ask [her] to practice it with someone in real 

life” rather than copy from her textbook (Cushman). 

3. A student named Claude says students would be more willing to do homework 

if it had a purpose: “We need homework that is important, that helps us toward a  
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goal we have to meet. The homework that’s given can seem random, like a non-

sequitur—it has nothing to do with anything” (Cushman). 

D. Purposeful homework will engage students in interactions with their parents and other 

family members in such a way that learning is developed through meaningful 

communication (Marzano and Pickering).  

II. Homework must be appropriate and meaningful if students are to realize the benefits of 

completing it. 

A. The amount of homework and its difficulty level should be appropriately gauged to 

the students’ abilities.  

1. “The amount and type of homework that students do should depend on their 

developmental level and the quality of their support at home (Cooper, 

“Homework For All” 34). 

2. “Good and Brophy [...] suggested that ‘homework must be realistic in length 

and difficulty given the students’ abilities to work independently. Thus, [...] 30 to 

60 minutes might be appropriate for college-bound high school students” 

(Marzano and Pickering). 

B. Homework should only address skills that the students are ready to practice on their 

own rather than asking students to practice something they have not yet learned, 

therefore risking the development of bad habits that they will later have to unlearn 

(Cushman).  
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C. In order for homework to be meaningful, teachers need to look over the homework 

that students complete in order to identify where students are doing something 

incorrectly and where they need additional practice (Cushman).  

D. Teachers should re-evaluate the practice of grading homework because it “defeats its 

learning purpose” if students “worry about getting a low grade on a task they’re 

attempting for the first time.” Moreover, grading homework encourages cheating 

(Cushman). 

E. Principal Sylvia Rabiner says that “we need to ensure that homework tasks are 

authentic and engaging—that students have a reason to do them (other than avoiding 

a zero)” (Darling-Hammond and Ifill-Lynch). 

F. Students do not see the benefit of homework that can be accomplished without much 

thought and that does not lead to the development of new skills that they will be able 

to utilize in a new situation (Cushman). 

G.  “Students are more likely to complete homework when the homework is actually 

used the next day in class” (Darling-Hammond and Ifill-Lynch). 

III. Teachers need to keep in mind that some students face an unfair disadvantage in trying to 

complete schoolwork at home. 

A. “Deborah Meier, the founder of a number of successful schools, notes that ‘a sizable 

number of students didn’t really know how to do the homework, or at least how to do 

it well enough to get any satisfaction from it’” (Darling-Hammond and Ifill-Lynch). 

B. Students who have difficult home lives cannot complete homework as successfully as 

students who have more support at home. 
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1. Assigning homework that has not already been clearly taught in the classroom 

results in an unfair advantage for students who have parents who can help them 

complete the work at home over students who do not have parents who will help 

them complete the work at home (Darling-Hammond and Ifill-Lynch). 

2. One problem with homework is that students who come from lower socio-

economic classes do not have the same resources at home as students whose 

parents have higher levels of education and make more money (Kravolec and 

Buell 39). 

C. Many students have adopted the mindset that they cannot succeed because they have 

experienced a history of failure. For these students, simply not trying is a strategy 

they have adopted in order to avoid the disgrace of failure (Darling-Hammond and 

Ifill-Lynch).  

IV. Schools could make changes to policies and schedules that enable teachers and students to 

deal with homework in a more successful manner. 

A. “Districts, schools, and classrooms should coordinate their policies [in order to] 

specify time requirements, coordinate assignments among classes [...], and set out the 

role of teachers and principals (Cooper, “Homework For All” 34). 

B.  “Aside from the skillful use of block scheduling and double periods to extend 

learning time, successful schools have added homework [...] settings that provide 

dedicated time and personalization. Often these extra-time sessions are available for 

all students but are required for students who have fallen behind” (Darling-Hammond 

and Ifill-Lynch). 
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C. Schools should provide teachers with the time and resources they need to make 

changes to the way they approach homework assignments. 

1. “Time for collaboration and teacher inquiry played a pivotal role in [...] 

schools’ successful responses to student disengagement” (Darling-Hammond and 

Ifill-Lynch). 

2. Following Japan’s example, where teachers spend only half of their workday 

teaching classes, schools could budget more money for professional development 

and schedule the school day so that teachers have more time to communicate with 

each other and work together to improve student education (Kravolec and Buell 

39). 

V. Conclusion 
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Using Marvel 
 
Go to www.maine.gov/marvel and follow the steps below to find relevant sources for your topic. 
 

1. Click “Teen Resources” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
2. Click “Student Research Center” 
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3. Type a key search term or combination of key search terms in the “Find” bar.  
4. Check or uncheck any source types that you think apply or don’t apply to the results you want. 
5. Always check the “Full Text” limiter so that you don’t get results without an article attached.  
6. Click the “Search” button or press enter. 
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7. Browse the article titles. When you see one that looks promising, click it to read more. 
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8. Read the abstract to get a better idea of the content of the article. 
9. If the article is available as HTML, scroll down to read the full text of the article. 
10. If the article is only available as PDF, click the “PDF Full Text” link to open and read the article. 
11. If you want to print the article, click the “Print” link in the Student Research Center and follow the 
next steps. 
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12. Click the “Print” button. 
 

 

 
13. On the next screen, choose the correct printer and click “Print.” 
 
Remember, if your document is only available as a PDF file, you will have to print the source 
information and the article separately. 
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Using Noodletools: Getting Started 
 
Go to www.noodletools.com and sign in using your username and password. You may already have an 
account, but if you do not or if you cannot remember your username or password, you will have to 
“Create a Personal ID.” Once you are logged on to the “Projects” screen, follow the steps below. 
 

1. Click “Create a New Project” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. Select “MLA Advanced.” 
3. Type a unique title in the “Description” text box (e.g. Homework). 
4. Click “Create Project.” 
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You should now be looking at the “Dashboard” screen. From this screen you have access to the 
following options: 
 A. Type in your “Research Question” 
 B. Type in your “Thesis Statement” 
 C. “Share” your project with your teacher 
 D. Navigate to the “Bibliography” (Works Cited) screen 
 E. Navigate to the “Notecards” screen 
 F. Add items to your “To Do” list 
 G. View “Comments” from your teacher 
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Using Noodletools: Creating a Works Cited Page 
 
Noodletools makes creating a Works Cited page easier, but you still need to follow the correct steps, or 
you will end up with improperly formatted entries. While different source types may require different 
steps, the following shows you how to create a basic entry for a source from Marvel. 
 

1. Click the dropdown list and select the correct source type (magazine, newspaper, journal) 
2. Click “Create Citation.” 
 
 

3. Click “Next.” 
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4. Select “Online” as the publication medium. 
5. Click “Next.” 
 
 

 
6. Click “Next.” 
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Insert the required 
information in each text 
box. If the information is 
unavailable, leave the box 
blank. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
7. Name of magazine (or 
journal or newspaper) 
 
 
8. Name of author or 
authors (click “Add” after 
each one) 
 
9. Article title 
 
10. Date of publication 
 
11. Page number or 
numbers (do not include p. 
or page) 
 
12. Name of online 
database 
 
13. URL 
(www.maine.gov/marvel) 
 
14. Most recent date of 
access (the date you 
printed or accessed the 
document) 
 
15. Click “Check for 
Errors” and address any 
areas shaded in pink. 
 
16. Click “Generate 
Citation/Update Citation.” 
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Using Noodletools: Creating Notecards 
 
You can use Noodletools to create digital notecards; however, the formatting will look a bit different than 
paper notecards. Navigate to the “Notecards” page from your “Project Dashboard” and follow the steps 
below to create and organize your notecards. 
 

1. Click the “New Notecard” button 
 
 

2. Type a “Title” for your notecard to help you remember the content for quick reference later on. 
3. Use the dropdown menu to choose the “Source” of this information. (You must have added the source 
to the works cited page first.) 
4. If you have already created a “Pile,” use the dropdown menu to put this notecard in the proper pile. If 
you have not yet created piles, you will do this later. 
5. Paste a link to the “URL” if you choose to do so. 
6. If you know what “Pages” your information was on in the original source, include the page number(s). 
7. In the “Tags” text box, type key words that relate to the information on the notecard for sorting 
purposes OR choose from the dropdown list of “Existing Tags” if you have already created some. 
  



LHS                                   
Research  
Guide 

 
8. If you choose to quote the information, copy and paste (or type) it in the “Direct Quotation” textbox. 
 

 
 
OR 
If you choose to paraphrase or summarize the information, type it in the “Paraphrase” textbox. 
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9. If you have an idea you want to remember later (e.g., how you plan to use this information, questions 
you want to find the answers to, connections to other information, notes to your teacher) type these 
comments in the “My Ideas” textbox. 
 
 

10. Click the “Save” button. 

 

11. After you save a new notecard, it will appear in a “holding area.” You must click-and-drag your new 
notecard onto the “Notecard Tabletop.” 
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12. Once you have created multiple notecards that belong in the same category (i.e., they answer the 
same sub-question), make a “pile.”  
 

• To make a pile, simply drag one notecard on top of another notecard, type in a key word or 
phrase from your sub-question for the title of your pile, and click “OK.” 

 
• To remove a notecard from a pile, double-click to open the pile, and then click and drag the 

notecard out of the pile. If there are only two notecards in the pile and you drag one out, the pile 
will no longer exist.  

 
 

13. After you have created a pile, a new icon will 
appear with the title and a number indicating how 
many cards are in the pile. You will need to create 
a new pile for each of your sub-questions. 
 
 
14. If you have created notecards and cannot locate 
them on your tabletop, drag the navigation box at 
the bottom left of your screen to find the notecards 
indicated by small black dots. 

 

 


