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MESSAGE
Do your students struggle to write research papers?

If they do, you might feel overwhelmed by the prospect of having to 
teach your students how to write a research paper.

You might be thinking to yourself, “Maybe I just won’t worry about this. 
Isn’t this the English department’s responsibility anyway?”

Well, actually no. It isn’t. 

We are all teachers of reading and writing. Even if our primary 
discipline is math or history, we are equally responsible for ensuring 
that our students can synthesize and convey their thoughts in a 
concise and reasoned manner.

In the pages that follow, you’ll find a simple yet effective strategy for 
teaching research for the purpose of writing a research paper.

At the end of this guide, you’ll find a link to a template that you’ll wish 
you would of had when you were in school.

Thanks for reading,

Michael Macfadden

mmacfadden.com
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OVERVIEW

mmacfadden.com

This guide consists of three primary sections:

1. RESEARCH: teach your students how to collect information so 
that it’s most useful for when they actually start writing.

2. ORGANIZE: teach your students how to use their research notes 
to organize the main sections of their paper

3. WRITE: teach your students how to format 
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“If your students follow the steps in each section, their 
papers will nearly write themselves.”



RESEARCH
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Most high school students have never actually conducted real 
academic research. As such, it should come as no surprise that they 
lack an effective strategy for doing so.

The research portion of the research paper sets the foundation upon 
which student writing stands. This step is arguably the most important 
to get right.

Fortunately, the research process can be broken down into two simple 
steps

1. GATHER SOURCES
2. SYNTHESIZE INFORMATION
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RESEARCH
1. GATHERING SOURCES:

As students browse the web, sift through 
primary sources, view videos, and 
otherwise find information, they should 
create a “Source Card” that features a 
proper citation for each resource that 
they’ve gathered information from. 

These come in handy when writing the 
bibliography and composing in-text 
citations.

The example to the right features an APA 
citation for a website.

mmacfadden.com
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2. SYNTHESIZING INFORMATION:
For every piece of information that 
students find while conducting research, 
they should create a separate 
“Information Card.” 

As in the example to the right, these 
should contain a keyword at the top that 
summarizes the paraphrased information 
below. The text should be paraphrased to 
ensure that students don’t inadvertently 
plagiarize.

Direct quotes should be placed in 
quotation marks.



NOTES ON RESEARCH
QUANTITY:
Students should expect to create more information cards than they 
will use in their final paper. At this point, the student is simply 
gathering information. That they think might be useful. In general, 
students should expect to use 3-6 information cards per written page.

COLOR-CODING:
The source and information cards should be color-coded. In the 
example on the previous page, notice that both the source card and 
information card are the same color. 

This helps students keep track of where their information came from 
when they start the writing process.

NUMBERING:
If color coating isn’t an option (perhaps due to printing limitations), 
students may label their source cards with numbers in the top right 
corner and include a corresponding number on the information cards 
in the bottom right corner.

SUPPLIES:
This works well with actual notecards, but I recommend going digital 
and using the Google Slides Template that I built and have provided 
for you for free at the link below.

● RESEARCH TEMPLATE: goo.gl/r3nAhn 

*consider each slide its own card and make your color-coded selection from the 

layout options.

mmacfadden.com
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https://goo.gl/r3nAhn


WIKIPEDIA
THE TRUTH ABOUT WIKIPEDIA:
Most teachers have this notion that Wikipedia can be edited by anyone and is 
therefore unreliable and full of made up facts. While it’s true that Wikipedia isn’t 
100% accurate, the vast majority of the information on Wikipedia is as accurate, or 
more accurate, than the textbooks in your classroom.

When someone submits an entry or a change to an entry, it undergoes a strict 
review process by Wikipedia’s community of volunteer editors. See what 
happened when I, as an experiment, tried adding something unreliable:

mmacfadden.com
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Within minutes of submission, my entry was flagged and removed because it 
lacked proper references and potentially violated copyright. After re-submitting 
my entry several times, it continued to get flagged, as did my account which was 
threatened with suspension for not abiding by Wikipedia’s stringent protocol.



WIKIPEDIA
USE WIKIPEDIA RESPONSIBLY:
Instead of putting a blanket ban on Wikipedia, teach your students how to use 
Wikipedia responsibly.

Since every fact entered into Wikipedia requires a proper citation, Wikipedia is a 
great place to find sources. If your students find something on Wikipedia, have 
them chase the reference to the original source.

In this way, teaching the research paper offers a valuable opportunity to teach 
your students to validate information. The image below features Wikipedia entry 
with an in-text citation and its corresponding reference.

mmacfadden.com
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http://sports.espn.go.com/espn/page2/story?page=kluck/071128&sportCat=nfl
http://sports.espn.go.com/espn/page2/story?page=kluck/071128&sportCat=nfl


ORGANIZE
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HERE’S WHERE THE MAGIC HAPPENS. 
At this point your students should have a bunch of information cards 
with keywords at the top that quickly describe the content of the 
paraphrased research below.

If your students are using the provided template, print out the cards 6 
per page in portrait view and cut them out.

Sort the cards by keyword. The organization of the cards will almost 
magically form the structure of your students’ papers.

See the following page for a real life example.
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ORGANIZE
REAL LIFE EXAMPLE:
I know this method works, because I use it myself. The image below features a 
picture of the organization process in action. I created these information cards for 
an economics class, as part of an MBA program, in which I had to analyze any 
country in the world from an economic perspective. I chose Singapore.

It may be hard to tell from the picture, but the keywords allowed me to quickly 
organize my research and layout the structure of the page.

I got an A on the paper… Just saying. 

mmacfadden.com
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WHAT I LOVE:
What I love about this method is that since 
I paraphrased each information card, I had 
finished nearly half of the writing before I 
even started my first draft.

The writing process becomes more about 
stitching ideas together than it is about 
fabricating new thoughts. It’s almost as if 
the paper writes itself.

“Your students will finish nearly half of their writing 
before even starting their first draft”

RESOURCES:
While likely irrelevant in content, it might be helpful to view the actual 
cards from my paper. You may download them at the link below.

● http://goo.gl/CzZch7 

http://goo.gl/CzZch7


WRITE
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CONTROVERSIAL STATEMENT WARNING!!!
I’m going to make the argument that your students don’t actually 
struggle with writing. What they struggle with is everything that comes 
before writing.

If you can teach your students to follow the previous two steps, the 
final step of writing will seem like a breeze.

For this reason, the focus of this section will be on big picture thinking, 
formatting, and shortcuts.
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WRITE
THE UNIVERSAL OUTLINE
During my undergraduate studies, a professor of mine told me to outline my 
lesson plans thusly :

● tell your students what you’re going to tell them
● tell them
● and then tell them what you told them

KEEP IT SIMPLE
I think this outline is universally applicable any time someone is trying to teach 
something new to someone else. Keep it simple with your students and encourage 
them to fit the structure that they’ve identified in the previous step into this dead 
simple outline. 

FORMAT
Most high schools require their students to compose their papers according to the 
style guide of the Modern Language Association. For your convenience, and for 
the convenience of your students, I’ve provided a cheat sheet on the next page 
that features the most common formatting issues that students encounter when 
writing in an MLA compliant manner.

If your school requires students to follow another style guide, introduce your 
students to Purdue University’s Online Writing Lab (or OWL for short) at the link 
below:

● https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/ 

This website is a turnkey solution for your students’ every need. You can find cheat 
sheets similar to the one on the next page for other guides as well.

mmacfadden.com
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“Your students don’t struggle with writing. It’s everything 
that comes before the writing that’s hard”

https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/


your last name and page number 
aligned to the right & in the 

header of every page

your first and last name, 
your teacher’s name, the 
name of the class, and 
the date of publication 

double spaced and 
aligned to the left (1st 

page only) 

title should be 
in title caps, 

plain text, and 
centered 

first line of each 
paragraph should be 
indented half an inch 

from the left

all text should be 
sized 12, Times New 

Roman (unless 
otherwise stated), 
and double spaced

body text should have 
one inch margins all 

around
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EASYBIB
EASYBIB
When I was a student, I dreaded writing my bibliography page. I could never 
remember how to format the thing. I always seemed to misplace my style guide, 
and it seemed to take almost as long to write the bibliography as the paper itself.

Not anymore.

EasyBib, at http://easybib.com, makes composing a bibliography super easy. 
Simply enter as much information as you have into their intuitive wizard, as in the 
image below:

mmacfadden.com
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EasyBib will take care of the hard part for you ensuring you don’t leave out any 
pertinent information.

I used EasyBib when creating my source cards.

GOOGLE DOCS ADD ON
If you’re a Google Apps for Education school, which you should be if you’re not, 
EasyBib has created an excellent add on for Google Docs that works from within 
the application. Get it at the following link:

● http://goo.gl/guUxvT 

http://easybib.com
http://goo.gl/guUxvT


Note Card Template: goo.gl/r3nAhn 

EasyBib: easybib.com/ 

EasyBib Google Doc Add on: goo.gl/guUxvT

Online Writing Lab: owl.english.purdue.edu/

My Singapore Research Cards: goo.gl/CzZch7 

My Singapore Paper: goo.gl/MkqtD0   
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RESOURCES

https://goo.gl/r3nAhn
http://www.easybib.com/
https://goo.gl/guUxvT
https://owl.english.purdue.edu/
http://goo.gl/CzZch7
http://goo.gl/MkqtD0
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SIGN UP NOW

Join my mailing list at:

http://mmacfadden.com/sign-up

If you found this helpful, you might also like my weekly 
newsletter. You can subscribe at the link below


