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4. Finding sources

Remember that your research paper can basically be broken down to two parts: 1) researching 
and 2) writing. To write your paper properly, first you must find good sources of information 
(references).  

Probably the best place to find sources is the library. When searching for information remember  
that most information in the academic world does not pass through books; it passes through 
academic journals.

Academic writing

1) Here are some kinds of references that you can use in your essay.  Three of the source 
types below are not acceptable. Please cross out the three types that are unacceptable:

• books 
• academic journals 
• newspaper articles 
• government publications 
• government websites 
• other students’ essays 

• interviews with experts 
• personal letters and emails with experts 
• general encyclopedias 
• most websites 
• school textbooks 
• Wikipedia

Can I use the Internet? 

When writing a research essay, you cannot use 
the Internet like you would for other essay types. 
Most of  what is on the Internet is copied from 
other sources. Government websites or sites that 
publish original material (for example, online 
journals) are okay to use. 

Wikipedia or similar encyclopedias may not be 
used as references, but often they can give you 
ideas about where to find original material!

Why can’t you cite Wikipedia in academic 
writing? 

Wikipedia can be edited by anyone. This is both a 
strength and a weakness. By having an “open” 
system, many experts can add and edit information 
on Wikipedia. But there is also a chance that 
people may add information that is inaccurate.
Below are three ways you can use Wikipedia when 
writing your research essay.
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Academic writing

3 Ways you can Use Wikipedia
1. Background Information

Although you can’t cite Wikipedia as a reference, it might be a good idea to read the Wikipedia entry for your topic. This 
can help you understand the the background of your topic and also give you some ideas about what is important about 
your topic. It might help you write about your topic more clearly.

2. Links to Other Websites

At the bottom of every Wikipedia entry, there are links to external websites. Some of these websites are respected 
sources that can be cited as references in your academic writing.

3. Other References

Also at the bottom of every Wikipedia entry there is a list of books, academic journals and magazine and newspaper 
articles that have been used by the people who have added to the Wikipedia entry. Sometimes these references are 
among the most important material on the topic.

Reliability and Relevance 

Your sources must be reliable and relevant. 

Reliability  

Usually, academic journals and books are more 
reliable sources of information than websites. If you 
are using a website as a source, which questions 
should you be able to answer “yes” to?

✔ Do you know the author’s name of your source?
✔ Do you know the year it was published?
✔ Is the author an expert on the subject?
✔ Does the author cite other sources?

Relevance  

Sources must be relevant. If you are writing an 
essay about “English education in Japanese 
elementary schools”, which of these sources 
(books) do you think is the most relevant? Which 
is the least relevant?

1. A History of the English Language
2. English Education in Asian Countries
3. Modern Child Education 
4. English Education in Japan
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5. Writing your Outline

Academic writing

Why write an outline?
•It organizes your ideas
•It shows your essay plan in an easy-to-understand way
•It will help you when you start writing!

Thesis Statement: This university should ban smoking on campus

___ Smoking culture in Japan 
___ Arguments against banning smoking on university campus 
___ Introduction 
___ Smoking at universities 
___ Conclusion 
___ This university’s history 
___ Suggestions to make universities non-smoking areas 
___ Arguments for banning smoking on university campus 

2. List some arguments for and against the thesis statement above.

1. This outline is not in correct order. Please put the outline in the correct order. Also, 
maybe one of these sections is unnecessary. Cross out the unnecessary section.

Arguments Supporting Arguments Against
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Language Focus 

Academic writing

6. Taking notes

There are two ways to take notes:

1.Write the notes on cards
2.Write the notes in a binder or notebook

Highlighting is also okay, but only if you are highlighting your own copies!

What should you write down?

• Write down anything that is important for your thesis statement
• important facts, statistics or other information
• get contradictory information too!
• don’t forget to write down source, author, page, dates, etc. 

When you are taking notes it is a very good idea to organize your notes according to your outline. 
Look at the example below:

Don’t use only one source!

If you are only using one reference, then you are not proving your thesis statement - you are only summarizing 
someone else’s work.

Background info Arguments against my 
thesis statement

Arguments supporting 
my thesis statement

Suggestions 


