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How to Write and Word-Process in MLA Form

           “MLA” stands for Modern Language Association.  All formal compositions, such as essays, reports, and term papers (both research and thesis papers), should be done in this way.  The reason for this is that MLA form is the standard for all academic written work done in the area of the humanities (i.e., general education, English, history, art, philosophy, foreign languages, drama, international studies, music, social studies, and numerous other areas of study) in high schools, colleges, and universities in the United States and around the world.  (The sciences, mathematics, professional education, and some other academic disciplines use APA form [American Psychological Association], but it is very similar to MLA form).

Since Mill Springs Academy is a college preparatory school (95% of our graduates continue their education in colleges and universities), our work must look like college work.  Writing in MLA form meets that requirement.  Do not worry: it is easier than it looks, and it is almost fun in a weird sort of way!  (Remember, what you are reading right now is in MLA form!)


On your word processor (Microsoft Word), notice that the margins should be set (click on “File,” then “Page Setup”) at 1 inch on the top, 1 inch on the bottom, 1 inch on the left, and 1 inch on the right.  The lines are double-spaced so the teacher can write his or her corrections or comments between your lines.  To set the line spacing, click “Format,” then “Paragraph.”  Look for “Line Spacing” and set it on “Double.”


Next, type your last name in the “Header” box.  You do this by clicking “View” and then “Header.”  After you type your last name, make sure it is as far to the right as possible.  Then close the “Header” box and click on “Insert” to automatically number each page.  Click on “Page Numbers” and set the “Position” setting at “Top of Page” and the “Alignment” setting on “Right.”  Finally, put a check mark in the “Show Number on the First Page” box.


All paragraphs must be indented.  The font size should be 12, and the font itself should be one that is easy for the teacher to read.  The font you are reading is “Arial.”  Other suitable fonts are “Times New Roman,”  “Tahoma,” “Courier New,” and “Verdana Ref.”  Do not use fancy and/or “weird” fonts.  Remember: MLA form is an academic form for academic work.  Use one of the fonts above, or clear another through your teacher well before handing in your finished work.  Failure to do so may result in loss of points.


The alignment should be set at “Align Left.”  (It is easy to do this, but difficult for me to explain in this “mock” paper.  Ask Mr. Gerz.  He will be glad to show you how to do this and other word-processing skills.)  At any rate, when you click on the “Align Left” setting, the end of the lines at the right should appear as they do in this paper: “ragged,” not even or “justified.”


Your full name should appear on the left of the first line.  (See above.)  The teacher’s last name should appear under your name.  While a given teacher may (or may not) allow you to call him or her by a first name, papers and assignments are considered more formal.  Therefore, it is customary to refer to the teacher as “Mr., Ms., Mrs., Miss, or Dr.” (if he or she has earned a doctorate degree).  For those with bachelor’s or master’s degrees, stick with “Mr., Ms., Mrs., or Miss.”  (Ask the individual teacher if you do not know what to do.)  The name of the course (i.e., British Literature and Composition, Grammar and Composition, World Literature and Composition, Introduction to Psychology, United States History, etc.) should appear underneath your name.  (See above.)  Never abbreviate the course’s name.  In fact, since MLA is formal by its very nature, as a rule, do not use abbreviations, except where noted!)  Finally, beneath the course’s title, place the date, month, and year (i.e., 20 August 2001).


The title should be centered, beneath the date, and in the same font and font size (12) as the rest of the paper.  Capitalize the first word and all major words in the title.  Use lower case for all prepositions and articles unless one is at the beginning of the title.  Do not use boldface, underlining, italics, or other methods to make the title appear different from the rest of the paper.  There are some exceptions to this, of course, such as when book, poem, or song titles appear within the title of your paper.


The body of your paper begins under the title.  The first sentence of each paragraph should be indented.  Click “Format,” “Paragraph,” and then “Indentation” to find the settings for indentation.  Both “Left” and “Right” should be set at “0 inch.”  “Special” should show “None” in its box and “By” should be blank.  (See a teacher if you are having trouble setting your indentation.)


Obviously, run “Spell and Grammar Check” often.  (There are many settings to consider in the Spell Check part of your Microsoft word processor.  Check with Mr. Gerz for help in this area.)  It is found by clicking “Tools,” then “Spelling and Grammar.”  Underneath “Spelling and Grammar,” you will find “Language,” which will take you to “Thesaurus.”  Put the curser on a word you would like to find a better one for, and then click on “Thesaurus.”  It is very cool because it will help you build your vocabulary as you write.  As you build your vocabulary, you will find it easier to get your ideas down on paper.  You will also find it easier to think because you will have more words to hang ideas on.  The more ideas you have, the easier you will find it to write

Just a few other things go into mastering MLA form, such as the works cited page.  You can find a number of good examples of term papers in MLA form if you go to the following website: Mr. G's Classroom at Mill Springs Academy's Upper School  (Gerz).  When you get there, go to the left side of the web page and merely click-on those links that contain examples of term papers Mr. Gerz has written.  All of the above term papers were recently composed; all received an A+ from graduate school university professors of English; and all are in strict and complete MLA form.  Therefore, they are ideal examples of how to write all academic papers, as well as trustworthy standards for how formal compositions such as essays, reports, and term papers should appear at the high school and college levels of one’s formal education.

You will also find information on all aspects of MLA form on Using Modern Language Association (MLA) Format (Bergmann) and Writers Inc: A Student Handbook for Writing and Learning (Sebranek, Kemper, and Meyer).  Finally, remember this paper is written in MLA form.  Therefore, it is a good example of how to conquer this relatively easy compositional skill.  I hope you find it useful.
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