
Academic Paper Writing



What is an academic paper?

• A scholarly essay with informed argumentsinformed arguments
to present what you knowknow and thinkthink about 
a certain topic. 
– to share the fruits of your research with other 

scholars for their critical discussion
– as a requirement of a course or program, it 

also:
• develops your competence in independent research, 

analytical thinking, reading and writing, etc.
• helps you integrate and understand what you have 

learned
• demonstrates your knowledge and competence



What is not an academic paper?

• Not a book report 

• Not a collection of quotations
• Not a sermon (for the edification of your 

readers)

• Not a confession of religious beliefs
• Not a perfect solution to big problems



Choosing a topic
• locating a field of interest
• brainstorming of possible topics
• selecting a viable topic

– consider your concerns and competence
– existing state of research
– significance of the topic

• narrowing, focusing, and refining
– limiting the time and space
– limit the scope of argument

• formulating the research questionresearch question
– should be workable (specific and manageable), 

supportable (with adequate materials and evidence), 
and analytical (can be answered by breaking it into sub-
questions)



Formulating a thesis statement

• A thesis statement states in one sentence 
the position your paper seeks to claim.
– e.g., "This paper will argue X by asserting A, B, 

and C." 
• The thesis statement is usually put near the end 

of your introduction. It is the most important 
sentence in your paper.



Formulating a good thesis sentence

• A good thesis statement –
– is concrete and precise
– makes an arguable claim

• not just stating an observation 
– NOT “Privatization of religion occurred in modern 

Western society.”

• not just stating a vague research topic or question
– NOT “In this paper I want to discuss the causes of the 

privatization of religion in modern Western society.”

• Maybe: “Privatization of religion occurred in modern 
Western society as a result of the Reformation, 
which (i) emphasized the subjective aspect of 
Christian faith and (ii) led to a plurality of competing 
religious denominations and worldviews.”



Formulating a good thesis sentence

• A good thesis statement –
– control the entire argument of your paper

• determines what you should or should not write
• every paragraph and sentence in your paper should 

be related to your thesis

– provide a structure and/or direction for your 
argument

• Tip: 
– Start with a working (preliminary) thesis 

statement
– Revise it later to put into the introduction



Drafting an outline

• clear and logical structure

• based on your research question
• directed by your thesis statement



Conducting research

• Second-hand : library and Internet
– library catalogues (local and overseas)
– scholarly books
– scholarly journals (printed and online)
– indexes and abstracts
– encyclopedias and dictionaries
– dissertations
– reference librarians



Conducting research

• First-hand : types of research
– textual research
– historical research
– survey research
– field research
– in-depth interviewing
– case studies
– etc.



Taking notes

• Quotation notes
– primary sources
– secondary sources

• Summary and paraphrase notes
• Field research notes

• Comments and ideas notes



Writing the draft

• Introduction
– announce a broad topic and focus on the 

central issue (usually the research question) 
– provide context, background (e.g., past 

researches), and definitions of key terms
– state your thesis
– acknowledge your opponents
– describe the parts of paper



Writing the draft

• Main body
– paragraphs should be:

• supportive, developing the thesis statement
• strong, developing main claim with sufficient 

evidence
• coherent with other parts of the text

– each paragraph begins with a topic sentence
• one single idea
• “so what?” test
• relevant to thesis statement?
• related to the previous paragraph?
• control the whole paragraph?



Writing the draft

• Conclusion
– succinct summary of your argument
– assert that you have successfully refuted your 

opponents and defended your thesis
– state the contributions of your paper to 

scholarly discussion, e.g., --
• shed new light on a problem
• give a better explanation or interpretation
• refute commonly held ideas

– acknowledge your limitations and suggest 
further research directions



Developing your argument
• claims (substantive and contestable) are 

supported by evidence (reliable and relevant) 
and/or grounds

• connections between claims and evidence are 
backed up by warrants (general principles based 
on empirical experience, well-established 
authority, existing systems of beliefs, theories, 
definitions, axioms, etc.)

• argument nuanced by qualifications
– rebuttals of objections
– concessions
– limit the conditions that qualify your evidence or limit the 

application of warrant
– limit the scope or degree of certainty



Revising the draft

• revising or even rewriting your paper is 
crucial in order to improve it

• it is advisable to seek critical comments 
from your peers and instructors

• do proof-reading for grammatical mistakes 
and logical errors (incl. punctuation)



Avoiding plagiarism 
• What is plagiarism? (see CUHK website)

– Plagiarism is an attempt to pass off the work of others (in 
particular the writing of others) as one's own.

– The most obvious and blatant type of plagiarism is 
copying whole paragraphs or sentences from other 
publications without acknowledgement. This is clearly 
unacceptable.

– However, even the use of a few words or paraphrasing 
(without actually copying any words at all) may 
constitute plagiarism if the source is not acknowledged. 

– If material is taken from a source, there should be proper 
quotes and acknowledgements, not matter whether it is 
a direct quote or paraphrase.

– Suppose an original source A is quoted in B, and you 
only read B. Then both the primary source A and the 
secondary source B should be cited, to indicate honestly 
that you have not actually read A.



Providing documentation

• either Notes and Bibliography system
– Notes: Footnotes or Endnotes
– Bibliography

• or Author-Date and Reference List system
– sometimes called the Harvard system
– e.g., (Chan 1984b, 25)

• can consult The Chicago Manual of Style 
(15 ed.) 



Notes – General 

• Generating footnotes or endnotes in 
Microsoft Word

• Placement of number
– at the end of a sentence or a clause
– follows any punctuation mark except for the 

dash

• Several citations in one note
– several citations can be grouped together in a 

single footnote
– citations are separated by semicolons and 

must appear in the same order as the text 
material to which they pertain



Notes – General 
• Shortened citations

– 22. Thomas Luckmann, "Shrinking Transcendence, 
Expanding Religion?" Sociological Analysis 50, no. 2 
(1990): 133-134.

– 23. Luckmann, “Shrinking Transcendence,” 138-140.

• “Ibid.” (�u�B ) [from ibidem = “in the same place”]
– not italicized
– used alone or with a page number
– not recommended except in the same note

• Lau Siu-kai and Kuan Hsin-chi, The Ethos of the 
Hong Kong Chinese (Hong Kong: The Chinese 
University Press, 1988), 63. Hong Kong people have 
a preference for opportunity, freedom, and individual 
competition, in spite of economic inequalities (ibid.).

• “See” �� “cf.” (which means “compare”)



Bibliography -- General

• Full bibliography: 
– includes all the works cited in text and notes 

other than personal communications
– may list other relevant works the author has 

consulted

• Arrangement
– in a thesis written in English, the bibliography 

is arranged in an alphabetical list
– only the name of the first is inverted

• Horkheimer, Max and Theodor W. Adorno. Dialectic 
of Enlightenment: Philosophical Fragments. Edited 
by Gunzelin Schmid Noerr. Translated by Edmund 
Jephcott. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2002.



Some examples
– 4. Wayne C. Booth, Gregory G. Colomb, and Joseph 

M. Williams, The Craft of Research, 2nd ed. (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2003), 23-24.

– 5. Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno,  
Dialectic of Enlightenment: Philosophical Fragments, 
ed. Gunzelin Schmid Noerr, trans. Edmund Jephcott
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2002).

– 17. Jürgen Habermas, “Modernity: An Unfinished 
Project,” in Habermas and the Unfinished Project of 
Modernity: Critical Essays on The Philosophical 
Discourse of Modernity, ed. Maurizio Passerin
d’Entrèves and Seyla Benhabib (Cambridge, MA: MIT 
Press, 1997), 39. 



Some examples
– 24. Frederick Copleston, SJ., A History of 

Philosophy, vol. 7, Modern Philosophy: From 
the Post-Kantian Idealists to Marx, Kierkegaard, 
and Nietzsche (New York: Doubleday, Image 
Books, 1994), 212-214.

– 25. Paul Tillich, Systematic Theology (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1951-1963), 3:89.

– 32. Mary Wang, “Chinese Theology and 
Nationalism,” trans. Richard Poon, in Asian 
Theology and Asian Politics, ed. Amos Kim, vol. 
2 of Christian Theology in a Global Perspective, 
ed. Miranda Dunn (Hong Kong: Creative, 
2014), 128-129.



Some examples
– 48. Arif Dirlik, “Global Modernity? Modernity in 

an Age of Global Capitalism,” European 
Journal of Social Theory 6, no. 3 (2003): 288-
289. 

– 49. Mark A. Tyson, “Alpha Course and 
Charismatic Christianity,” Pentecostal Studies
21, no. 4 (2008), 18, 
http://www.spiritreview.edu/journal/2008/4/
ty8756.pdf

– 50. William Lam, “China’s Progress and 
Problems,” South China Morning Post, 
September 22, 2009. 



Some examples
– 53. Oxford English Dictionary, 2nd ed., s.v. 

"modernity." 
– 55. Encyclopedia Britannica Online, s.v. 

“Europe, History of,"  
http://search.eb.com/eb/article?eu=456789 
(accessed July 26, 2003).

– 57. Paul Tillich, review of Reason and 
Revolution: Hegel and the Rise of Revolution, 
by Herbert Marcuse, Studies in Philosophy and 
Social Science 9 (1941): 478, quoted in Gary 
M. Simpson, Critical Social Theory: Prophetic 
Reason, Civil Society, and Christian 
Imagination (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2002), 34. 
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