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Formatting an MLA Paper

An MLA paper starts with personal, course and date information at the top left corner of the first page, double-spaced.  There is no title page.  A title then appears, double-spaced down from the date and centered on the page.  Do not bold, italicize or underline the title, nor place quotation marks around it.  For the title use the same type font and size as the rest of the paper.  A running header should appear one-half inch down from the top of the page in the right corner, showing the writer’s last name and the page number for each page of the paper.  (Your instructor may ask that the header not appear on the first page, and this is an acceptable variation.)  Use the “Header/Footer” function on your computer to insert the running header, which runs through the whole paper, including the Works Cited page.

After the title, the first paragraph of the paper starts another double-space down, indented one-half inch from the left margin.  The font style and size for MLA papers must be readable, in a font style such as Times New Roman and in a standard size such as 12-point.  The margins of an MLA paper are one inch all around: top, bottom, right, left.  (Some instructors may require a margin of 1.25 inches for left and right margins.  This is an acceptable variation.)  The margins are left-justified, right-ragged (the default Microsoft Word setting).  For academic papers, use 8 ½” x 11” white medium-weight standard printer/copier paper.


All new paragraphs begin with an indentation.  The default for the Tab button on the keyboard should make the cursor move from flush-left to the proper length of indentation.  If the distance of the default tab is not one-half inch, make the indent one-half inch manually.  Notice that there are no additional lines added between paragraphs—just the regular double space that should be maintained throughout the paper and the Works Cited page, if there is one.  Do not use block paragraphing (extra lines between paragraphs, with new paragraphs beginning flush left without indentation) for academic papers; such format is increasingly used these days for business letters, but not for academic or scholarly papers.


Stick primarily to a single verb tense when summarizing or describing events, patients, interactions, or texts in academic or professional writing.  In most cases, either the past tense, the present tense, or the past perfect tense will be appropriate.  For summarizing texts, the present tense is standard.


Conventional scholarly standards in some disciplines may require third-person usage in reports of experiments and studies, but MLA rules allow for the use of the first person when appropriate, to avoid the awkwardness of exclusive third-person usage.  Accordingly, at The Christ College, for many academic papers, when scientific objectivity in reporting data is not essential and a student’s opinion or narration is called for, the use of the first person is not prohibited and may even be preferred.  In some cases, instructors may wish to require the scientific objectivity or discipline-specific conventional usage of the third person; in other cases, personal reflection or individual argument may be better expressed in the first person.  Instructors are free to specify preferences or requirements case by case, depending on the nature of the assignment.  Students should be aware, however, that as they continue in their education, there may be strict third-person requirements for academic assignments in certain fields, and when they begin to publish scholarly work there may be expectations for third-person usage in certain kinds of writing.  Professors and the observed practices in professional journals of the disciplines will guide student practice at that stage.  Note: while first-person is occasionally acceptable, the use of the second person (“you”) is almost never appropriate in academic or scholarly writing.

A sample MLA-formatted paper is available in section MLA-5b of Diana Hacker’s A Writer’s Reference (450-54).

Why Is Format Important?

It is tempting to regard source-citation and other format rules as arbitrary, insignificant, picky requirements insisted upon by neurotic or even sadistic people in MLA or APA ivory towers with too much time on their hands.  But these things matter for real-life, comprehensible reasons.  Some of the rules that seem arbitrary have very sound rationales that relate to genuinely effective communication and competent professional practice.

For example, perhaps the most essential part of any format system (MLA, MLA, CMS) is the matter of citing and listing sources.  Doing so responsibly is a matter of intellectual integrity and academic honesty.  Doing so in a clear way is a matter of effective communication, consideration and professionalism.

For instance, the MLA system mandates that sources be cited in a writer’s text using the last name of the author.  Likewise, the system requires that the list of Works Cited at the end of a paper be alphabetized by last name.  What does it matter, some students reason, if in the citation I provide the title of the work instead of its author?  After all, the citation refers to the same item, so the student has responsibly acknowledged a particular source.  Likewise, what does it matter, students ask, if I put the author’s first name first in the list of Works Cited?

Well, in both cases it matters to readers because a consistent manner of referring to the source in the text and in the list of sources at the end enables a reader to go easily from the citation to the reference by scanning the alphabetical list.  An inconsistent manner of handling these bits of information places an undue burden on the reader.  For scholars, who scan articles with dozens of Works Cited, careless handling would mean lots of lost time.  The stakes may be lower for students in their own minds (although one should ideally have a sense of professionalism about it), but the rule is not at all arbitrary; it serves a real purpose not only in terms of integrity but in terms of readers’ needs.

Additionally, getting MLA format wrong is in real life a problem not because doing so breaks some authority’s arbitrary rule but because it is rhetorically ineffective; that is, it sends a bad signal about the writer’s credibility.  Such mistakes signal to people in the know that either:

a) the writer does not know what s/he is doing, or

b) the writer is sloppy. People tend to regard sloppiness in packaging as suggestive of sloppiness in content.  Polished presentation is professional and enhances the reception of content. This tendency of readers is not limited to professors but is a factor in daily and professional life, as for instance it plays a huge role in résumés getting sorted into discard and interview piles.  Getting MLA format right is professional and rhetorically effective.

Source Documentation

The rest of this paper will explain and provide examples of basic source-documentation requirements of MLA papers.  There are essentially two parts of the MLA documentation system: in-text citations of sources used and the list of sources on a Works Cited page at the end of the paper.  A source is a source of information and language other than the writer (usually a printed or Web source, but also other sources such as audio or video or even emails or conversations) which the writer uses in his or her paper.  When such sources of information are used (not only quoted, but also summarized or paraphrased—borrowed in any way), academic and intellectual integrity and responsibility require that the writer acknowledge and name those sources.  There are severe penalties for using sources without acknowledging them.  See the Christ College Plagiarism Overview for further information about that.

For documenting sources in the MLA style, thorough guidance is available in the Modern Langauge Association of America’s MLA Handbook for Writers of Research Papers, 7th edition.  Hacker also provides good guidance, with clear examples and brief explanations, especially in sections MLA-3 and MLA-4 of A Writer’s Reference (404-46).  Whether you are quoting, paraphrasing or summarizing, when you refer to a source in your text, you must include the author’s name (personal last name or corporate), as seen in the preceding sentences.  When quoting, paraphrasing or summarizing from a specific section of a print source, the relevant page numbers must also be included in parentheses.  The author’s name may appear in a signal phrase introducing the cited information, as it does above, or in parentheses at the end of a sentence of cited information.  When quoting, you must always use a signal phrase to introduce the quotation (see Hacker 406-08 and 321-23).

An MLA paper which refers to (cites) sources in the text will have a Works Cited page at the end.  An example of a Works Cited page can be found at the end of this paper, showing how the two sources just cited (MLA and Hacker) would be listed.  Hacker has a whole section devoted to Works Cited, section MLA-4b (420-45).  A sample paper is provided in Hacker, section MLA-5b, showing how to do in-text citations and Works Cited, and how to signal the use of source material in one’s paper (450-54).


Students will have to study the MLA format guidelines in detail when needing to write a paper using sources.  These details are available in both Hacker and The Modern Language Association of America, as well as other reliable sources online.  For now, here are some frequently-needed tips for in-text citations and compiling an MLA Works Cited page:

· Works Cited are arranged alphabetically, with the first author’s last name or corporate name at the left margin of the Works Cited list; if there is no author, the work’s title appears at the left margin.

· If the title of a work alphabetized by title begins with an article such as The, A, or An, keep the article in the title but alphabetize by the first significant word.  So, for instance, the title A Dictionary of Musical Terms would be alphabetized under D, not A, but it would show up in the Works Cited list in five words, not four, beginning with A.

· Works are cited in the text by the name that appears at the left margin in the Works Cited (or if the work has no author, by the first words of the title—if the title is short, include the whole title, and if it is long, use an abbreviated short form, taking care to start the short title with the first word that appears in the left margin of the Works Cited entry).  As explained above, this requirement is important to enable readers to find a cited source easily, at a glance, on the Works Cited page.  The words used to refer to a cited work in the text must be the words in the left margin of the Works Cited list.
· Works Cited are double spaced throughout.

· Works Cited have a hanging indent of the same length as the standard paragraph indent, so that every line after the first for each entry will be indented (see the sample Works Cited at the end of this document and in Hacker [454]).

· Titles of works that are large (such as books or CDs) are italicized; those of works that are small (such as articles or individual album cuts) are enclosed in quotation marks.  Titles are formatted this same way (italics for large, quote marks for small) both in the Works Cited and when they happen to appear in the text.

· Works Cited include a tag at the end of each entry indicating the medium of the source: Print or Web.  (See the sample paper in Hacker.)

· Web document listings in Works Cited include the author, title of work, title of Web site, sponsor of Web site, update date and your date of access.  MLA no longer requires the actual URL in Works Cited, although some instructors may require it.  Guidance for how to format URLs, if requested by your instructor, is available in Hacker (432).

· Web documents are listed in Works Cited with the following in the left margin (in order of priority):

· human author or 

· organizational author or

· if no author, by title of the work (which may be prominent and seem like a title of a print work, or might simply be the home page or the heading of a section of a Web site).

· Web documents are cited in the text the same way they are listed in Works Cited: by human author, or organizational author, or if no author, by title of work (starting with the first word of the title as it appears in the left margin of Works Cited).

· The Works Cited page is presented on a new page and is paginated consistent with the rest of the paper, and it includes the same header as the rest of the paper.

· On the Works Cited page, the title “Works Cited” should appear at the top of the page without quotation marks, with only the W and C capitalized, unbolded, unitalicized, not underlined, in the same font style and size as the paper is written in.  There should be only one double space between the title “Works Cited” and the first entry in the bibliography.  See the sample below.

· For lots of examples and to see how a large group of cited works are listed together, examine the Works Cited page in the sample paper in Hacker (454).
Writing Style

For improving one’s writing style for academic and professional writing, two good sources are the handy, clear, knowledgable (and brief!) style guides by Strunk and White, and Harvey.  The most important things developing writers can do to develop a correct and strong writing style, though, are quite simple: regularly read a wide variety of excellent writing (essays and non-fiction books as well as fiction) and write regularly.  The textures, rhythms, chops and strokes of excellent writing will seep into the mind and fingers this way.

Final Words

Christ College students should follow the guidelines laid out in this paper, and refer to the recommended sources for specific MLA format requirements and for strengthening their writing style.  The following online resources are also recommended for guidance to MLA formatting:

· http://www.dianahacker.com/resdoc/p04_c08_o.html
· http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/747/01/
· http://writing.wisc.edu/Handbook/DocMLA.html
· http://www.mla.org/handbook_faq
· http://www.mlahandbook.org/fragment/public_index (useful if you have a copy of the MLA Handbook providing user privileges)

Students should take pride in their writing and do it professionally.  This will impress their instructors, bring them satisfaction, and establish a strong foundation for presenting themselves professionally in their careers.  Consult the guidelines in the sources given here, use the services of the Writing Center (room 243), and consult with instructors, in order to get the surface-level format and correctness matters squared away. Then one can focus without worry or preoccupation on the substance of writing.  The pleasures and satisfactions of engaged writing are more accessible when format is not an issue.  This paper itself is a model of MLA format, particularly in the ways sources are cited in the text of the paper.  To complete the source-documentation picture, see the MLA-style Works Cited for this paper on the following page.
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