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Organizing a Paper 

 

Organizing a paper brings together the parts of the assignment drafted during the research and 
writing process: the thesis statement, outline, annotated bibliography of sources, abstract (if 
required), and other elements assigned in the instructions. Throughout the process of 
researching, writing, and then organizing your paper, always remember to keep your audience 
and your thesis in the forefront of your mind as you work toward the final revision of your work. 

 

The process of writing and organizing a paper begins with careful reading of the 

assignment instructions to be sure of the topic, purpose, audience, and all required elements to be 

submitted as part of the final paper. Clear understanding of these requirements from the outset 

will guide your research, thesis development, outlining, annotating, and ultimately the writing of 

your paper. Always keep your assignment instructions, audience, and thesis in mind throughout 

the organizational steps required to plan, research, draft, and revise your paper. 
 

Steps to Structuring Your Paper 
 

Developing a Strong Thesis Statement 
An effective thesis statement functions as a directional signpost, providing clarity and 

focus for the reader on a particular topic’s significance. The thesis statement moves well beyond 

a simple purpose statement or topic announcement; it forms the basis of the paper’s argument 

and sets the tone, substance, and direction of the writing in the reader’s mind. When 

composing a thesis statement, avoid simply stating the topic or purpose of the paper, but put into 

words the main idea and primary conclusion that will capture the reader’s attention. This 

foundational statement must be in the form of a single, complete sentence that succinctly states 

the main subject of the paper along with the primary conclusion drawn from the research. For a 

guide to developing a thesis statement, refer to our Writing Aid “Thesis Statements,” which 

includes examples and practice exercises.  
 

Outlining 
Once you have developed a strong thesis statement for your paper, it serves to shape the 

elements of your outline. The outline structures the paper and organizes your main arguments, 

ideas, and supporting evidence to maintain the focus of the writing in support of your thesis. 

Outline formats and requirements can vary widely based upon the type of research paper being 

written, the discipline or field of study, and the formatting and style guidelines for your 

particular discipline. Again, always refer to the assignment instructions for specific requirements 

if an outline is one of the pre-writing steps of your paper that will be submitted. In general, most 

outlines include the following elements: 

▪ The introduction paragraph serves to engage the readers and to motivate them 

to continue reading, provides a brief background of the main topic or idea to be 

discussed in the paper, and then presents a clear and strong thesis statement.  
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▪ The body of the outline follows the introduction with two or more main points 

(major inferences) having at least two supporting points (minor inferences), 

each having paraphrased/quoted evidence from your sources (statistics, data, etc.)  

▪ Following your last major inference, a preliminary conclusion paragraph 

should sum up the main supporting points and restates your thesis. 
 

Annotating and Note-Taking 
 

As you read through your source material and take notes, organizing your sources in an 

annotated bibliography helps summarize and evaluate your resources while laying the 

foundation for your “References” page or “Bibliography.” An effective annotated bibliography 

should include the following: 

▪ formatted citations for each source that you plan to cite in your paper 

(credible, scholarly sources); the bibliographic entry should be formatted 

according to the style guidelines for your field of study.  

▪ a brief summary of the source  

▪ an evaluation of the source (accuracy, recency, bias, and reliability)  

▪ a description of how the source is relevant to your paper (whether supporting 

or opposing the thesis)  
 

Preparing the Final Paper for Submission 
Once the initial draft of your paper has been revised and edited sufficiently, the final 

revision can be prepared for submission. Be sure that you have revisited the introduction and 

conclusion sections of your paper to make any necessary revisions following your completed 

research and writing of the other sections. Are there sufficient transitions between paragraphs 

and sections to assure that the paper flows smoothly for your readers? The fluency and clarity of 

your writing in the paper help assure that your intended message is accurately conveyed to your 

readers. 

As you make final revisions to your paper, read each paragraph through the lens of the 

following question: “Does the content of this paragraph support the thesis of the paper and help 

prove it?” Your assessment of the paragraph after answering the question may indicate that a 

paragraph lacks relevance to your thesis. If so, further revision is required or you may decide to 

delete the paragraph. Your response to the question might require a paragraph to be moved 

elsewhere in the paper to be more effective in helping support the thesis. 

Again, refer back to the assignment instructions to confirm that you have included all 

required elements of the paper and have met the instructor’s objectives for the assignment. This 

includes evaluating your paper using any grading rubrics provided to assure you have achieved 

the assignment goals. Also, carefully review the paper and all its required elements to confirm 

compliance with all formatting guidelines for your discipline. 
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