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Research Essays
Research essays are basically compositions that use research and information taken from external
sources to develop and support their central ideas. There are different types of research essays, ranging
from undergraduate term papers and research assignments, to PhD theses and articles written for
academic journals. In their simplest form, research essays are similar in appearance to basic essays,
especially in terms of structure and organization. However, as a form of academic writing, research essays
have several distinguishing characteristics. The following is a brief overview of the main features of
research writing and basic research essays.

Purpose
The purpose behind a composition directly
affects the content and style of the writing:
 The purpose of most personal essays is to
present the writer’s point of view based on
their own knowledge and opinions.
 The purpose of undergraduate research
essays is usually to demonstrate the writer’s
knowledge of a particular topic or issue
through arguments and analyses based on
research.
 Higher level academic writing is usually to
present new information created through
scholarly/scientific research and analysis.

Writing Style
Research writing style is different from that of
personal essays.
 Research writing has a more formal tone and
often uses academic (often technical)
language.
 Research writers seldom use the first person
“I” in their writing unless referring to specific
research actions or situations that impact their
research.
 Research writing never uses the writer’s
personal opinion as a basis for supporting a
central idea. All supporting information is
derived from research and “credible” sources
of information (see note).
 Research writing does not use contractions:
isn’t becomes is not; doesn’t becomes does
not, etc.
NOTE: Credible sources are sources of
information that can be “trusted” in terms of
accuracy and correctness. Such information
is often provided by experts or by
organizations that can be considered as
truthful and unbiased in their reporting. See
the IWC Quick Guide to Finding Credible
Sources for more information.

Special Format Features
Research essays (especially those written as
academic course requirements) have various
format elements not typically found in basic
essays:

 Most research papers will require a title page
containing the title of the essay, the writer’s
name, student number, and course name and
number; as well as the name of the course
instructor.
 Certain format styles require a “running
head” (a shortened version of the title) at the
top of each page.
 Page numbers are always required,
especially since research papers are usually
longer than one page.
NOTE: Certain format requirements will
depend on the format style the essay uses
such as APA, MLA, Oxford or IEEE style.
Different academic fields use different format
styles. Check with your professor to see
which format style is most common for your
academic major.

Referencing & Citation
As mentioned, research writing uses ideas and
information taken from outside sources (books,
articles, websites, etc.) to support the writer’s
main ideas. Research writing also requires that
writer’s indicate which information and ideas
come from their sources. To do this, writers use
“referencing and citation”, which is probably the
single most defining aspect of research writing.
 Referencing and citation basically refers to
indicators placed in the text that identify
information and/or ideas taken from sources.
 Some referencing/citation styles give source
details such as the names of the authors and
dates of publication and/or page numbers from
the original texts. Other styles just use
numbers.
 Along with in-text referencing/citation,
research essays always provide full lists of the
source materials which include details such as
the author/authors, the title of the original
work, the publisher, publication date, and page
numbers for journal articles. Some styles also
include the place of publication. These lists
usually appear as one of three formats: full
“reference lists” (aka works cited lists) at the
end of the essay; end notes (a feature of
Oxford style) which have special format rules;
or foot notes which appear at the bottom of
the page.
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Sample
The sample shown above
is an excerpt from a
research essay titled
“Skills for Effective
Academic Writing”.
This essay uses APA
format style: In this
particular style, the in-text
citations provide the last
name of the
author/authors and the
date of publications (as
well as page numbers for
quotes taken directly from
the sources).
NOTE: The in-text citation
have been highlighted in
bold to demonstrate the
format.

General Rules
of Format
Page Margins:
Page margins (the space
at the top, bottom and
sides of a page) are
typically set at 1 inch (2.54
cm) on left and right sides,
top and bottom (the
“normal” setting in MS
Word). The bottom margin
may increase when using
foot-notes (a referencing/
citation style sometimes
used in research papers.
Paragraph Format:
Research essays
generally use paragraph indentation i.e. the first line of each paragraph begins one tab stop (usually
about 7 spaces) from the left margin, indicating the start of the paragraph (see the IWC Quick Guide
to Essay/Paragraph Formats for more information).
Line Spacing:
Research essays (especially those done as part of academic course requirements) are usually
double-spaced, the argument being that it makes the text easier to read, and, traditionally, provides a
space for the instructor to make feedback notes.
Font Style:
Generally speaking academic/research writing requires the use of Times New Roman as the font style,
though some professors are more flexible, allowing for any “readable” font style. The standard font
size for academic or basic essay writing is 12, but this may vary when using larger font styles such as
Arial. NOTE: Colored fonts are rarely used for academic writing. Standard black is preferred.
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