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TIPS FOR WRITING COLLEGE PAPERS
A C A D E M I C  W R I T I N G

The papers you are expected to write for college courses are likely to be very different from 
what you were expected to produce in high school. Most of your professors are looking for 
more than just your opinion on a topic or your reaction to a prompt. They’re looking for proof 
that you’ve researched, thought, and come to your conclusions based upon evidence and 
sound reasoning—and you need to show that in your paper. But how do you do that? We’ve 
got some tips to help you out.

First steps
Before you ever start writing, do some thinking about the prompt and consider potential topics. 
Picking a topic can be the key to a successful paper. If you are to write a researched argument 
paper but the topic you choose isn’t debatable, you’re not going to produce a successful 
paper. So read through your assignment sheet and make sure you understand what you’re 
being asked to do, and carefully consider your topic. Talking to your instructor about your topic 
choices is a great idea, too!

Think about your thesis
Your thesis statement is, essentially, your main idea in one sentence. It usually appears as the 
last or next-to-last sentence in the introduction. Having at least a preliminary thesis statement 
before you begin writing can make make the task easier—even if you need to tweak and adjust 
your thesis statement (which is totally fine) as you research and write your paper.

One easy way to create a thesis statement is to start with one of your research questions, 
which should be an open-ended question (a question that can’t be answered with a yes or no) 
about the topic you’re writing your paper on.

For example: 
NOT OPEN ENDED: Do textbooks cost too much? 
OPEN ENDED: How are textbook prices reached, and is that process fair?

Then, answer the question you’ve posed. One strategy is to repeat the question and add the 
word “because”: The cost of college tuition is (or is not) too high because (write your reasons 
here).

Think about main points and topic sentences
Your main points will likely appear in your thesis statement and will become topic sentences in 
the following body paragraphs. Remember: you will need a topic sentence for each paragraph 
in your paper. 

To write your topic sentences, look at what’s after the “because” in your thesis statement. 
For each of those ideas, follow the same steps you used for the thesis statement, asking and 
answering a question. 

For example:  
Although the increase in tuition exceeds the rate of inflation, tuition now also covers extra 
services for students including tutoring, technology access, and recreational events.

Usually, each topic sentence begins a paragraph or group of paragraphs that relate to it.

Consider outlining
You may find it helpful to use an outline. While not everyone likes outlining, it can keep your 
writing more organized, which also helps you stay focused. As you continue to write—and 
research—an outline can help you keep track of what evidence you have and what you need to 
prove your stance. 

Try structuring your outline with your thesis statement as the title of your outline, and each 
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main point in your paper as the main points in your outline. Then you can add in the research 
that supports your claim under each main point. If your outline is just for you, don’t worry about 
the typical “rules” of outlining (for every A there must be a B, for every 1 there must be a 2, etc.); 
It’s more about giving yourself a tool to track where you are in the construction of your paper. If 
your instructor is requiring an outline you may need to be more formal.

Formal academic writing rules
Formal academic writing in North America has a few stylistic rules to follow, and you need to 
remember that your everyday English isn’t the same as what you use in a formal academic 
paper. North American Academic English requires things like active voice, proper citations, 
concise sentences, remaining objective and unbiased in tone, and avoiding first person 
pronouns like I, me, my, we, and us. 

If you have trouble avoiding “I think” or “I believe” statements, begin your sentence with those 
words and then cross the beginnings off:

For example:  
I think textbooks cost too much for what they’re used for, can be changed to Textbooks cost too 
much for what they’re used for.

Nearly all professors will want you to write without using second person (you, your, yourself). If 
you find yourself using second person, figure out who you’re really talking about. Are you really 
talking about everyone? If so, use “everyone,” “anyone,” or “people.” However, if you can get 
more specific, that’s even better. 

For example:  
INSTEAD OF: You pay tuition hoping for a high paying job. 
USE: Students pay tuition hoping for a high paying job.

Proofread, proofread, proofread!
Don’t forget to edit and proofread! Always be sure you’ve read over your entire paper at least 
once before you submit the assignment. Be sure to check for misspellings (don’t just rely on 
spell check!) and grammar, if the paper makes sense, and if it is in a logical order. Try reading 
your paper out loud, or have another person read it. It’s always a good idea to plan for enough 
time to step away from your assignment for an evening before your final proofread to be sure 
you’re not missing errors because you’re too close to the assignment. 

This is where the Writing Center is a great idea! Make an appointment with a consultant, giving 
yourself enough time before your due date to make revisions if needed. They can help you spot 
places where you missed a requirement, common grammatical errors, or places where you 
haven’t explained yourself fully.

Don’t forget: your instructor is a resource
Most importantly, ask questions if you’re not certain of something. Talking to a classmate, 
friend, or family member is a good starting point, but what may be true in your friend’s class 
may be different in yours. Remember, your professor is the final authority in your class and 
the person deciding on your grade. They’re the expert on what they are expecting on the 
assignment and what you’re learning in the class. Take advantage of their office hours or their 
perferred method of contact (read your syllabus!) and ask them questions! They teach because 
they’re excited to see you learn. Give them the opportunity!


