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Boston College: Department of Romance Languages and Literatures 
THE GRADUATE RESEARCH PAPER 

 
A research paper differs from other types of papers because it involves consulting what other readers (i.e., 
reputable scholars) have written about a work or author or literary theme, rather than an exclusive focus 
on your own ideas. Your objective is to make the work/s you analyze more understandable to your reader; 
you are pointing out something worth knowing, availing yourself of your experience with the texts, the 
period, and your insight into the material, especially as garnered from your library (or online) research. 
 
I. The Objective of the Paper  

Your objective is to produce an insightful, intellectually mature, and compelling argument. The 
paper must be structured logically, with consecutive paragraphs leading to and building upon 
each other in a progressive construction of your argument. Always keep your reader in mind: the 
reader must never have to struggle to understand your meaning or the step-by-step logical 
unfolding of your exposition. 
 
If you are introducing theoretical matter as part of your thesis, seek a balance between close 
reading of the texts and theorizing of the text. The former grounds you firmly in what an author 
has actually said and the latter will help you to establish a critical distance from the text and to 
understand and articulate the broader implications of your ideas. 
 
Correct grammar, style, and form (i.e., structure and formatting, especially in footnotes) are 
essential. Your expository prose must be clear and easy to read, with a seamless integration of 
the most recent and most reputable secondary sources. Defects in any of the preceding will 
undermine your credibility as an author in the eyes of the reader. 
 
For every point you make, provide evidence from the primary text(s) under analysis and any 
relevant secondary sources.  
 

 
II. The Thesis  

A thesis is an argument that you prove with evidence. State it on the first page, if not the first 
paragraph.  Any thesis must be based on a close, careful reading of the text. 
 
There are various ways to conceive of a thesis about primary sources: 
 (1) A critical thesis works best with a single primary source, and is based on an idea that has 
piqued your interest. Your paper should include the analysis of other critics regarding the same 
text, contrasting their ideas and interpretations with your own.  
 
(2) If you are working with more than one text or author, a thematic thesis might be effective. 
Rely on critics to guide you in your analysis of the significance of the theme. When writing, 
define the theme you wish to trace, identify its origins, the various ways in which it is manifest.  
Define the the function of the theme and reasons for its importance in the texts your are 
analyzing. 
 
(3) You can focus, instead, on literary genre if you are working with more than one text or 
author, or texts from different periods by one author. After collecting your sample of primary 
texts, learn more about the genre by consulting literary dictionaries and other relevant 
discussions. Compare the characteristics and function of genre as evident (or not) in each text 
and evaluate the effectiveness of each text compared to the other(s). 
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