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MASTERING
HISTORICAL
WRITING: A DEEP
DIVE INTO MARY
LYNN RAMPOLLA'S
A POCKET GUIDE
TO WRITING IN
HISTORY

For  students  stepping
into  the  discipline  of
history,  the  transition
from reading historical
narratives to producing
t h e i r  o w n  c a n  b e
daun t i ng .  Un l i ke
essays in  literature or
reports in the sciences,

h is tor ica l  wr i t ing
demands  a  unique
b lend  o f  r igo rous
evidence  analysis,
c h r o n o l o g i c a l
reasoning,  interpretive
argument,  and  clear,
formal prose. It is here
t h a t  M a r y  L y n n
Rampolla  A  Pocket
Guide To Writing In
H i s t o r y  h a s
established itself as an
i n d i s p e n s a b l e
companion. Now in its
multiple  editions,  this
slim volume is far more
than  a  simple  style
g u i d e ;  i t  i s  a
comprehensive manual
that  demystifies  the
ent i re  p rocess  o f
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historical  scholarship.
From  formulating  a
research  question  to
polishing  the  final
footnote,  Rampolla's
guide  offers  a  direct
path  from  novice  to
competent  historical
writer.  This  article
e x p l o r e s  t h e  k e y
components  of  the
guide,  its  practical
applications,  and  why
i t  r e m a i n s  a
cornerstone  resource
for  history  students
and  educators  alike.

Why Mary
Lynn
Rampolla'
s Guide
Stands

Out in
Academic
Writing
The  market  is  flooded
with  general  writing
handbooks,  but  few
address  the  specific
challenges of historical
composition.  Mary
Lynn  Rampolla  A
Pocket  Guide  To
Writing  In  History
succeeds  because  it
does not assume prior
know ledge  o f  the
historian's  craft.  It
b e g i n s  w i t h  t h e
fundamental  premise
that history is not just
a  collection  of  facts,
but an argument based
on  ev idence.  Th is
p h i l o s o p h i c a l
grounding  is  crucial.
The  guide  teaches
students  that  every
paper  they  write  is  a
chance  to  enter  an
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ongoing  scholar ly
conversation. It moves
beyond  grammar  and
punctuation  to  cover
the  intellectual  habits
of  a  historian:  how to
read  primary  sources
critically, how to detect
bias, how to construct
a  t h e s i s  t h a t  i s
arguable,  and  how  to
support  that  thesis
without  overreaching
the  evidence.  This
focus on the historian's
mindset is what makes
the  guide  uniquely
v a l u a b l e  f o r
introductory  courses
and  remains  useful
even  for  advanced
undergraduates.

A Step-
by-Step
Roadmap

: From
Topic
Selection
to Final
Draft
One  of  the  greatest
strengths  of  the  A
Pocket  Guide  To
Writing In History is
its  logical,  process-
oriented  structure.
Rampolla  breaks  the
intimidating  task  of
writing a history paper
into  manageable ,
sequential  steps.  This
approach  reduces
anxiety and provides a
clear  framework  that
students  can  apply  to
any assignment.

STARTING WITH THE
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QUESTION: HOW TO
CHOOSE A FEASIBLE

TOPIC

The  guide  opens  with
the  most  critical,  and
often  most  difficult,
step: choosing a topic.
Rampol la  adv ises
a g a i n s t  b r o a d ,
sweeping subjects like
" T h e  A m e r i c a n
Revolution"  or  "World
War  II."  Instead,  she
teaches  students  how
to narrow their focus to
a specific, researchable
question. For example,
r a t h e r  t h a n  " T h e
Causes  of  the  Civi l
War," a better starting
point  might  be  "How
d id  the  economic
policies  of  the  1850s
shape  the  polit ical
rhetoric  of  Southern
s e c e s s i o n i s t s  i n
Georgia?"  The  guide
provides  practical
e x e r c i s e s  a n d
quest ions  to  he lp
students  move  from

general  interest  to
specific  inquiry.  It
emphasizes  that  a
good historical topic is
o n e  t h a t  c a n  b e
adequately  explored
within  the  given page
limit  and  for  which
sufficient  sources  are
a v a i l a b l e .  T h i s
pragmatic advice saves
students  countless
hours  of  dead-end
research.

CONDUCTING
RESEARCH:
NAVIGATING
PRIMARY AND
SECONDARY
SOURCES

A  central  feature  of
Mary Lynn Rampolla
A  Pocket  Guide  To
Writing In History is
its thorough treatment
o f  r e s e a r c h
methodology.  The
g u i d e  c l e a r l y
distinguishes  between
primary  sources
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(first-hand  evidence
from the  time  period,
such as letters, diaries,
p h o t o g r a p h s ,
g o v e r n m e n t
d o c u m e n t s ,  o r
a r t i f a c t s )  a n d
secondary  sources
(scholarly  books  and
articles  written  by
histor ians  about  a
top i c ) .  Rampo l l a
provides  concrete
strategies  for  locating
both. She explains how
to use library catalogs,
academic  databases
l i k e  J S T O R  a n d
ProQuest ,  and  the
In ternet  Arch ive .
Importantly,  she  also
teaches critical  source
evaluation.  A  pocket
guide  section  often
includes  checklists  for
assessing  a  source's
credibility,  such  as
identifying the author's
c r e d e n t i a l s ,
c o n s i d e r i n g  t h e
publication  date,  and
detecting the intended

audience.  This  skill  is
perhaps  more  vital
today  than  ever,  as
students face a flood of
digital information.

DEVELOPING A
THESIS: THE
ENGINE OF YOUR
HISTORICAL
ARGUMENT

Many students struggle
with  the concept  of  a
thesis  in  a  h istory
p a p e r .  R a m p o l l a
clarifies  this  elegantly.
She defines a thesis as
a  debatable  claim
that requires proof. It is
not a description or a
statement  of  fact.  For
instance,  "The  French
Revolution  had  many
causes" is not a thesis.
"The  financial  crisis  of
t h e  1 7 8 0 s ,
exacerbated  by  the
Enlightenment ideals of
the  bourgeoisie,  was
the primary catalyst for
the French Revolution"
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is  a  thesis.  The guide
walks students through
constructing  a  thesis
that  is  specific,
a r g u a b l e ,  a n d
supportable.  It  offers
examples  of  weak
versus  strong  theses
across  different
historical  periods,
giving students a clear
model to emulate. This
sect ion  a lone  can
transform  a  mediocre
paper into a compelling
argument.

Mastering
the
Conventi
ons of
Historical

Writing
Beyond  research  and
argumentation,  Mary
Lynn  Rampolla  A
Pocket  Guide  To
Writing  In  History
excels in teaching the
specific  stylistic  and
formal  conventions  of
the  discipline.  History
writing  has  its  own
voice,  and  Rampolla
helps  students  find  it.

WRITING IN THE
PAST TENSE WITH
ACTIVE VOICE

The guide emphasizes
the  importance  of
writ ing  in  the  past
tense to situate events
i n  t h e i r  p r o p e r
temporal  context.  It
also  advocates  for
ac t ive  vo ice  over
passive  voice,  which
makes  prose  more
direct  and  energetic.
For example, "The king
issued  the  decree"  is
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pre fer red  to  "The
decree  was  issued  by
the  king."  This  advice
seems simple but is a
h a l l m a r k  o f
professional  historical
wr i t ing.  Rampol la
provides  clear  before-
and-after  examples  to
i l l u s t r a t e  t h e
difference.

WORKING WITH
EVIDENCE:
QUOTING,
PARAPHRASING,
AND ANALYZING

O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
practical  sections  of
the  guide  deals  with
how  to  use  evidence.
Rampolla  provides
rules for when to quote
directly  (when  the
language is striking or
the  source  is  a  key
document)  and  when
to  paraphrase  ( to
condense  a  longer
argument  or  provide
background).  Crucially,

she warns against the
" d r o p p e d  q u o t e "
phenomenon,  where a
student inserts a quote
w i t h o u t  a n y
i n t r o d u c t i o n  o r
analysis.  She  teaches
the  "quote  sandwich"
method:  introduce the
quote,  present  it,  and
t h e n  a n a l y z e  i t s
significance  in  your
o w n  w o r d s .  T h i s
technique ensures that
the  student's  voice
remains dominant and
that  evidence  serves
the argument, not the
other way around. This
is  a  core  skill  taught
throughout Mary Lynn
Rampolla  A  Pocket
Guide To Writing In
History.

LEARNING TO
ANALYZE PRIMARY
SOURCES

A dedicated section on
p r i m a r y  s o u r c e
analysis  is  a  hallmark
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of the guide. Rampolla
provides  a  systematic
f r a m e w o r k  f o r
i n t e r r o g a t i n g  a
d o c u m e n t .  S h e
s u g g e s t s  a s k i n g
questions such as: Who
created  this  source?
For what purpose? Who
was  the  in tended
a u d i e n c e ?  W h a t
assumptions  does  the
author make? What is
miss ing  f rom  th is
account? How does this
source  compare  with
other  evidence  from
the same period? This
critical lens transforms
students  from passive
readers  into  active
investigators.  The
guide  often  includes
sample  documents
w i t h  a n n o t a t e d
a n a l y s e s ,
demonstrating  how  a
professional  historian
would  approach  the
material.

The
Mechanic
s of
Citation:
Why
Chicago
Style
Matters
History, as a discipline,
uses  the  Chicago
Manual  of  Style ,
typically  in  its  Notes-
Bibl iography  form
( f o o t n o t e s  o r
endnotes).  For  many
s t u d e n t s ,  t h i s  i s
unfamiliar  territory.  A
Pocket  Guide  To
Writing  In  History
devotes  substantial
space  to  demystifying



Mary Lynn Rampolla A Pocket Guide To Writing
In History 9

9

C h i c a g o  s t y l e .
Rampolla  provides
clear,  easy-to-follow
templates  for  citing
virtually  any  type  of
source:  books,  journal
articles,  websites,
archival  documents,
films,  and  interviews.
The  guide  includes
examples  o f  bo th
f o o t n o t e  a n d
bibliography  entries,
h i g h l i g h t i n g  t h e
differences  in
fo rmat t ing  (e .g . ,
commas  vs.  periods,
inc lus ion  o f  page
numbers). This section
is  so  clear  that  many
students  keep  the
guide  solely  for  this
purpose.  It  takes  the
guesswork out of what
can  be  a  tedious  but
e s s e n t i a l  p a r t  o f
academic  integrity.

AVOIDING
PLAGIARISM:

UNDERSTANDING
ACADEMIC HONESTY

Closely  re lated  to
citation is the issue of
plagiarism.  Rampolla
dedicates a thoughtful
section  to  explaining
what  cons t i t u tes
plagiarism,  including
u n i n t e n t i o n a l
plagiarism  through
poor  paraphrasing  or
forgotten citations. She
e m p h a s i z e s  t h a t
proper  citation  is  not
just a rule to follow but
an  act  of  intellectual
honesty  that  respects
the  work  o f  o the r
scholars.  This  ethical
dimension  is  woven
throughout  the  guide,
reminding  students
that they are joining a
c o m m u n i t y  o f
historians who rely on
trust and attribution.



10

10 Mary Lynn Rampolla A Pocket Guide To
Writing In History

2023-04-27

Practical
Tools for
the
Modern

Student
Later editions of Mary
Lynn  Rampolla  A
Pocket  Guide  To
Writing  In  History
have  incorporated
digital tools relevant to
the  contemporary
student.  The  guide
offers  advice  on  using
database  searches
effectively,
understanding  online
archives,  and  citing
d i g i t a l  s o u r c e s
correctly.  It  also  has
sections  on  revising
and  editing  that  go
beyond  spellcheck.
Rampolla  provides
checklists  for  self-

r e v i e w  a n d  p e e r
review,  focusing  on
argument  coherence,
evidence  integration,
a n d  p a r a g r a p h
s t ruc tu re .  These
practical checklists are
go ld  fo r  s tudents
working on their  own,
providing a systematic
way  to  improve  their
drafts.

Is This
Guide
Right for
You?
Whether  you  are  a
freshman  in  a  survey
course, a junior writing
your  first  research
p a p e r ,  o r  e v e n  a
graduate  s tudent
needing a refresher on
Chicago  style,  Mary
Lynn  Rampolla  A
Pocket  Guide  To
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Writing  In  History
offers  value  at  every
level.  I t  is  concise
enough to be read in a
weekend  but  dense
enough to  serve as  a
reference  throughout
your  academic career.
Its  strengths  lie  in  its
practicality,  its  focus
on the historian's craft,
and its  compassionate
approach  to  student
writing  struggles.  The
guide does not pretend
writing  is  easy,  but  it
provides a clear, map-
like structure to make
t h e  j o u r n e y
m a n a g e a b l e .  I t
validates the student's
effort  while  holding
them to high scholarly
standards.

Using the
Guide in

the
Classroo
m
Many  ins t ruc to r s
assign  the  guide  as
required  reading  for
introductory  history
courses.  Its  modular
structure works well for
this. A professor might
have students read the
chapter  on  thes is
development  before  a
draft  is  due,  then the
c h a p t e r  o n  u s i n g
evidence  when  they
begin  revising.  The
checklists  and  sample
papers included in the
appendices  serve  as
excellent  teaching
too l s  f o r  i n - c lass
workshops.  Having  a
shared  vocabulary
from  the  guide  can
streamline  feedback,
allowing  instructors  to
say  "Your  introduction
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needs a clear thesis, as
Rampolla describes on
page  15"  rather  than
explaining the concept
from  scratch  each
time. This pedagogical
efficiency is one reason
t h e  g u i d e  h a s
remained  popular  for
decades.

CONCLUSION:
ESSENTIAL
COMPANION FOR
HISTORICAL
INQUIRY

Mary Lynn Rampolla
A  Pocket  Guide  To
Writing In History is
more than a textbook;
it is a mentor in print.
It  equips students  not
just  wi th  ru les  for
citation,  but  with  the
intellectual  tools  to
think,  research,  and
write like historians. By
demystifying the entire
process  from  topic
selection  to  final

rev is ion,  i t  bui lds
confidence  and
competence. In a world
s a t u r a t e d  w i t h
information, the ability
to  construct  a  clear,
e v i d e n c e - b a s e d
argument  about  the
past  is  a  sk i l l  that
extends  well  beyond
the  classroom.  This
guide  provides  the
foundation  for  that
sk i l l .  F o r  anyone
serious  about  learning
how  to  write  history
well,  this  book  is  an
investment  that  will
p a y  d i v i d e n d s
th roughou t  t he i r
a c a d e m i c  a n d
professional  lives.  Its
enduring  presence  in
college bookstores and
on library shelves is a
t e s t a m e n t  t o  i t s
effectiveness  as  a
practical,  thoughtful,
and essential resource
for the study of history.


