DESIGNING YOUR ESSAY (Dr. W. Tarzia, 11/03)

CHOOSING THE ESSAY TOPIC  -- 1 -- Tell the reader something new and interesting. If you tell us what we already know or guess, why would we want to read it? If you use a topic discussed in class, be sure that you can develop that topic in you OWN way: don’t repeat class lectures!  2 -- Ask the question, “Would anybody care about my topic?” Would you? If not, choose another topic. Avoid the obvious. 

GENERAL RULES FOR INTRODUCTIONS -- Hook the Reader -- Make us want to read the essay!  Ask a question, make an unusual or surprising statement, begin with an interesting fact, or anything that will attract the reader.  Present Thesis Statement -- The introduction usually presents the thesis statement (see below) though good writers can vary this rule. 
WHAT IS A THESIS? DEFINITIONS -- 1 --The thesis is the central idea, the point you will try to prove; the thesis asserts something about the topic.  HINT: Write 2 or 3 thesis statements, then pick the best one before starting the essay!  The best will be the most interesting, informative, and specific statement. Here are some examples:


(a) Marriage is a concern in the play “Trifles” and the story “Story of an Hour.”  Not a thesis (this is a statement about the topic but has no specific point to make).  

(b) The play “Trifles” and the story “Story of an Hour” handle the theme of identity in marriage.  Weak (unspecific). 


(c) The play “Trifles” and the story “Story of an Hour” deal with the theme of women’s loss of identity in marriage.  Better!

(d) The play “Trifles” and the story “Story of an Hour” deal with the theme of women’s loss of identity in marriage and how this affects both the development of the individual personality and the cohesion of the community in which the individual exists. Great Thesis (very specific and preorganizes essay).
CITE YOUR SOURCES -- When you use facts or ideas from your research, you must say so in your essay by using an in-sentence “citation.” A citation is the last name of the author or interviewee whose idea you used, and the page number of the source where we can find the information.  You put it at the end of the sentence in which the idea/fact appeared; it will look like this (Smith 37).  Cite any information that you did not invent or observe yourself; this is true for both (1) author ideas that you summarize in your own words, and (2) author ideas that you quote (copy) exactly word-for-word.  Direct quotations (copying) go between quotation marks: “xxxxxx.” 

ORGANIZING THE ESSAY

Introduction -- (a) attracts the reader, (b) presents  thesis.

Background Information -- definition of terms, explanation of ideas needed to understand the topic of the essay, situations to be discussed, history behind the topic, basic facts, etc.

Discussion Section -- This is the largest part of the essay.  Present your analysis in logical parts so that part A must come before part B, etc. Use transitions (‘bridges’) between paragraphs. Check out the organizing methods below. Test: If you can switch the positions of your paragraphs without affecting your essay, then the essay has a weak organization.

Conclusion -- Conclusions make sense of your discussion. End with interesting ideas; do not just repeat things already said! 

References -- List your research sources in MLA format.

GENERAL RULES FOR CONCLUSIONS

Conclusions should not repeat old information (exception: long essays benefit from summary of major points prefacing the conclusion), must not start a new topic, and must not pretend that you have proved more than you really have (be honest). Conclusions should: contain an important final idea or question to send the reader off thinking; end with a powerful quotation or statement about your topic’ tie together your main points: think of the conclusion as the final discussion that ties all your subtopics together.  

PARAGRAPH STRUCTURE

Unity -- A paragraph must develop only one main idea.  Usually the first sentence (topic sentence) should mention that idea..

Development -- Write between 5 and 10 well-developed sentences per paragraph (teacher opinions will vary, but this is a good way to start).  Longer paragraphs are possible depending on the skill of the writer, the topic of the paragraph, and the length of the essay itself. 

Topic sentence -- It is just like a thesis statement. It is a powerful statement about what is to be said about the topic of the paragraph. Usually the topic sentence is the first or second sentence. It should promise important, interesting, specific information about the topic.  

Supporting ideas -- Now you need to prove or support the topic sentence.  These next sentences are called “supporting details.”  The supporting details can be:

 • definitions of terms or ideas (these often come first);

 • background information (this often comes soon in a para.; inform about history behind an event, etc.);

 • descriptions (include vivid detail, use the 5 senses of sight, sound, touch, smell, taste); 

• facts and statistics (do research; cite information); 

• explanations (expand, explain how something happened), 

• examples (analogies, illustrations), 

• comparisons-contrasts. 

SEQUENCE/ORGANIZING METHODS -- Organize the sequence of ideas (sentences in a paragraph, or paragraphs in an essay).  Here are the main methods:

• spatial (used when describing a setting or physical object)

• chronological/narrative (for telling a story or describing a process: changing a tire or development of a disease, etc.)

• specific-to-general (events/ideas build to a climax) 

• general-to-specific (present a theory, then its details)

• most-familiar idea to least-familiar idea  (helps the reader understand a difficult topic)

• simplest idea to most complex idea (helps the reader understand a difficult topic).                                        END

