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STEPS TO WRITING A GOOD PAPER 
The prospect of writing a paper can be intimidating. There are many moving parts, such as the introduction 
and thesis, paragraphs that need to focus on a single point, transitions that move from one paragraph to the 
next, and the conclusion. On top of all these parts, you must pay attention to grammar and word choices. 
And those are just the writing elements! There is also the content that must be considered. The following 
steps will help you navigate your way through writing a paper.  
 
 
When Approaching your Paper: 
 
 
1. Carefully read the prompt. 

a. Purpose or goal: Identify the purpose or goal of the assignment and how it relates to the 
course concepts under review for the week.  

b. Required Course Reading: Note any required course reading, such as the instructor 
guidance, chapters from your textbook, or an article or webpage or any additional research required. 

c. Key Terms: Look for key terms in the instructions—these are terms or course concepts that 
you will see in the reading for the week, or that you have become familiar with in earlier weeks of the 
course. Be sure to underline, highlight, or note these key words, as these are the themes that you 
will focus on in your discussion post this week.   

d. Key Questions or Directives: Make note of any key questions or directives that you are asked to 
address. If these questions/directives are already in a bulleted or numbered list, great! But if they are 
not, go ahead and number them so you can later use them as a checklist for yourself.  
*Note- Directives are action verbs in the instructions that tell you what to do. Examples that you 
might see include Define, Explain, Describe, or Discuss. The Writing Center’s guide on 
Understanding the Verbs in Your Prompt can help you understand the expectations of each of these 
directive words.    

e. Additional Requirements: Note any additional requirements such as word count or APA formatting.  
f. Grading Rubric: Finally, if a grading rubric is provided, be sure to review each part of it. The rubric 

can be used as a checklist to ensure you have completed each of the requirements for the paper.   
 

2. Complete any required or supplemental reading. Your papers are related to what you are 
learning and reading about in your course. You are expected to use concepts and ideas from 
your reading and research as the basis for addressing the assignment prompt.  

a. As you read through your required or supplemental materials, be sure to note any key 
terms that you also saw in the assignment instructions. Also, if you see anything in the 
reading that relates to or helps you to address the questions or directives in your 
assignment prompt, make a note of it or highlight it so you can refer back to it. This will help you 
to give examples by directly quoting, paraphrasing, or summarizing the material when you start 
writing. 

 
b. If you need to add additional research to your paper, be sure to utilize expert research advice and 

guidance from the Ashford Library, which is available 24/7 by going to the “Writing Center & Library” 
tab in your course and clicking on the Library link. 

 

  

https://awc.ashford.edu/essay-dev-key-terms-in-academic-writing.html
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3. Begin the writing process.  

a. Get yourself and your paper organized by creating an outline that includes your multiple points of 
discussion that align with the assignment instructions. This guide on Outlining can help you with 
organizing your paper.   
 
b. Once the outline is complete, start with the introduction. An introduction’s purpose it is to:  

• Attract the reader’s attention  
• Define and explain any keywords 
• Introduce the topic 
• Establish why the reader should care about the topic 
• State your thesis 

A thesis statement is the main idea of the essay. It states the purpose of your paper to your 
audience. The thesis statement should convey your position on a topic and provide focus for 
your essay. The form of your thesis statement will vary depending on the style of your 
writing. This guide on Thesis Statements can help you to develop your thesis. 

 
c. After the introduction and thesis, it’s time to draft the body paragraphs. These paragraphs should 
discuss the research, facts, statistics, and arguments discovered through researching your topic. Use 
your outline as a guide. Each body paragraph should include these parts: 
  

• A topic sentence, in your own words, that tells your reader what the main point of that 
paragraph will be.  

• Supporting sentences that work to explain, support, and give examples of that main point. This 
will include evidence from your sources as well as an explanation or interpretation of that 
evidence. 

• A concluding sentence, in your own words, that explains to your reader how that paragraph 
relates to the overall point of the essay. 

See this Body Paragraph Structure guide for more help. The most important part of each of these 
paragraphs is the supporting sentences, which is where you will show your instructor that you both 
understand the reading and research you’ve done and can apply what you have learned. This 
means integrating what you read and not simply inserting a quote, paraphrase, or summary into your 
paper. This step is critical, so for help on why and how to do this, watch this tutorial on Integrating 
your Research, which includes information on how to cite your sources as well.  

d. Write the conclusion for your paper, which should sum up the main points made in your paper and 
discuss the significance of the conversation taking place in your paper. Why does it matter? This 
guide on Conclusions can help you to write your conclusion. 
 

e. Don’t forget to create your references list of all the sources you used within your paper. This guide 
on APA References List can help you to create yours.   
 

4. Finally, review and revise. 

• Did you address all elements of the prompt? 
• Did you integrate concepts, ideas, or information from the readings and your research into 

body paragraphs wherever possible?  
• Did you correctly cite your sources as you used them? Use this In-Text Citation Builder. 
• Have you met all the requirements including word count, number of sources, and use of APA? 
• Did you review the grading rubric to ensure that you have met all the expectations for the 

assignment?  
• Did you review your writing for correct grammar, punctuation, and spelling? 
• This Revision Checklist can help you to review and revise your paper.  
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