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RESEARCH PAPER WRITING TIPS

When you can’t think of what to say…

The Roman orator Cicero was one of the greatest public speakers of all time. He came up with the following list of “Topics,” or questions to ask yourself when you can’t think of anything else to say. *Use them if you are having trouble writing your papers. Though not every topic will apply to every paper, each is good for at least a paragraph when they do.

Definition:
What exactly are you talking about? If there are words or ideas here that other people might understand differently, be sure to explain what you mean by them, especially if they are important to what you are trying to say.

Example:
For example? Can you describe a situation that illustrates what you are talking about?

Comparison:
Is what you are talking about similar to something else? Dissimilar? More or less? Use comparisons to bring your point into focus.

Causes:
What makes this so? Why is it like this?

Effects:
What results from it? What difference does it make? What does it mean?

Contraries:
What does it disprove? What are the other views are you disagreeing with?

Evidence:
How do you know? Are there people, facts, or arguments that support what you say?

Always remember to fully document all of your sources!
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Adapted from Edward Corbett, Classical Rhetoric for the Modern Student, Third edition (New York: Oxford University Press, 1990), pages 94-132.


