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Your research note cards (as distinct from your bibliography cards) should include all the information 
necessary to write your research essay. You should take extreme care as you create these note cards. 
 
1. Start with a fresh pack of research note cards. Large (4" x 6”), lined cards are best, especially if you 

want to make your own detailed personal notes. Also, consider color coding your cards by topic to keep 
your paper organized from the start. 

 
2. Devote an entire note card to each idea or note. DON’T try to fit two sources (quotations and notes) on 

one card. No sharing space! 
 
3. Gather more than you need. Use the library and the Internet to find potential sources for your research 

paper. You should continue to research until you have quite a few potential sources — about three 
times as many as your teacher recommends. 

 
4. Narrow down your sources. As you read your potential sources, you will find that some are helpful, 

others are not, and some will repeat the same information you already have. This is how you narrow 
your list down to include the most solid sources. 

 
5. Record as you go. From each source, write down any notes or quotations that could be useful in your 

paper. As you take notes, try to paraphrase all information. This reduces the chances of committing 
accidental “word-for-word” plagiarism. 

 
6. Include all key information. For each note you will need to record: 
 
 • Topic heading 
 • Source number (with the same number as the corresponding Bibliography source it refers to) 
 • Content of note (paraphrased and/or quoted) 
 • Your own personal comments 
 • Author’s name 
 • Page number (if applicable) 

 You may also choose to include the following (although you should have this information on your 
Bibliography cards): 

 • Title of reference (book, article, interview, etc.) 
 • Reference publication information, including publisher, date, place, year, issue, volume. 
 
7. Create your own system and stick to it. For instance, you may want to pre-mark each card with spaces 

for each category (“Topic Heading:_____,” etc.) just to make sure you don’t leave anything out. 
 
8. Be exact. If at any time you write down information word for word, be sure to include all punctuation 

marks, capitalization, and breaks exactly as they appear in the source. Before you leave any source, 
double-check your notes for accuracy. 

 
9. If you think it might be useful, write it down. Don’t pass over information because you’re just not sure 

whether it will be useful! This is a very common and costly mistake in research. More often than not, 
you find that the passed-over tidbit is critical to your paper, and then you won’t find it again. 

 
10. Avoid using abbreviations and code words as you record notes — especially if you plan to quote. 

Your own writing can look completely foreign to you later. You may not be able to understand your own 
clever codes after a day or two, either. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Once you have written the information down on the note cards, you only need to go back and organize 
your cards by topic. Group together all the cards that have the same topic (i.e. all the cards titled: 
"Personal Language" should be together). When you finish, you should have your cards in piles, one topic 
per pile. You can have any number of piles and any number of cards in each pile. The length and detail of 
your paper will determine how many piles and cards you have. 
 
Your piles may look like: 
 
 

 
PERSONAL LANGUAGE 
(CHARACTER DEVELOPMENT) 
 
Letters and diaries provide a way for women to record 
their experiences and express their perceptions of those 
experiences.  “In using the epistolary style, Walker is 
able to have her major character Celie express the 
impact of oppression on her spirit as well as her 
growing internal strength and final victory.”   

(Christian 51-52) 
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1. Topic 
heading 

2. Where you found the 
information (Source No.) 

4. Author of source (and 
page, if applicable) 
information 

3. Paraphrased and/or accurately 
quoted information you found 

IDENTIFYING WITH OUTCASTS 
 
 
Walker’s experience of disfigurement & disability 
(from childhood BB injury to right eye) enabled 
her to see more deeply into others’ experiences.  
“I began really to see people and things, really to 
notice relationships and to learn to be patient 
enough to care about how they turned out.” 

(Walker, In Search 244-5.   
Quoted in Collins 1179.) 
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PERSONAL LANGUAGE 
 
Walker created a voice for Celie to use in her 
letters that reflect the character’s personality 
rather than the author’s.  “The actual language of 
the letters, which are written in Celie's folk 
speech without any attempt at editorializing on 
Walker's part, is similarly reaffirming; something 
essential to her personality is given shape on the 
page.”   

(Harris) 
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SPEAKING FOR OTHERS 
 
 
The character Shug “sweeps through ... The Color 
Purple, bestowing her favors and her scorn 
capriciously, giving voice to the voiceless, power to 
the powerless” and “forges a strong bond with her 
audiences and gives voice to the "spirit of the 
blues" in order to bring relief to less articulate 
sufferers.”  (Marvin) 
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