Writing Academic Essays-Reading 2008

WRITING AN ACADEMIC ESSAY

Reference Materials on Writing An Academic Essay
1. Using Thesis Statements

2. Organizing An Essay.

3. Transitional Devices

1. USING THESIS STATEMENTS

When you are asked to write an essay that creates an argument, your reader will expect a clear statement of your
position. Typically, this summary statement comes in the first paragraph of the essay, though there is no rigid rule about
position. Here are some characteristics of good thesis statements, with samples of useful and inadequate ones. Note that
the better examples substitute specific argumentative points for sweeping general statements; they indicate a theoretical
basis and promise substantial support. (See Myths About Thesis Statements [over] for a discussion of times not to
organize your writing around thesis statements.)

1. It makes a definite and limited assertion that needs to be explained and

supported by further discussion.

trite, irrelevant Shakespeare was the world's greatest playwright.

intriguing The last scene in Midsummer Night's Dream adds a political dimension to the comedy
ending by incorporating subtle linguistic and theatrical references to Elizabeth's position as
queen.

2. It shows the emphasis of your argumentand indicates its methodology.

emotional, vague This essay will show that the North American Free Trade agreement was a disaster for the
Canadian furniture industry.

worth attention Neither neo-protectionism nor post-industrial theory explains the steep reversal of fortune

for the Canadian furniture industry in the period 1988-1994. Data on productivity, profits,
and employment, however, can be closely correlated with provisions of the North American
Free Trade Agreement that took effect in the same period.
3. It shows awareness of difficulties and disagreements.
sweeping, vague Having an official policy on euthanasia just causes problems, as the Dutch example shows.
suitably complex Dutch laws on euthanasia have been praised for their use of the principle of self-
determination. Recent cases, however, show that these laws have not been able to deal
adequately with issues involving technological intervention on unconscious patients.
Hamarckian theory is needed to enlarge the framework used in creating the Dutch law. It
provides one way to examine the key question of how to assign rights.
Myths about Thesis Statements
~Every paper requires one.
Assignments that ask you to write personal responses or to explore a subject don't want you to prejudge the issues.
Essays of literary interpretation often want you to be aware of many effects rather than seeming to box yourself into one
view of the text.
A thesis statement must come at the end of the first paragraph.
This is a natural position for a statement of focus, but it's not the only one. Some theses can be stated in the opening
sentences of an essay; others need a paragraph or two of introduction; others can't be fully formulated until the end.
~ A thesis statement must be one sentence in length.
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Clear writing is more important than rules like these. Use two or three sentences if you need them. A complex argument
may require a whole tightly-knit paragraph to make its initial statement of position.

~You can't start writing an essay until you haweperfect thesis statement.
| ¢ usually a good idea to draft a hypothesis or tentative thesis statement near the start of a big project, but changing and
refining a thesis is a main task of thinking your way through your ideas as you write a paper. Some projects need to
explore the question in depth without being locked in too early. Think in terms of a possible answer to your question, not
a rigid commitment. Then go back and reformulate your introduction once you see how far you get.

A thesis staterant must give three points of support.
It should indicate that the essay will explain and give evidence for its assertion, but points of evidence don't need to
come in any specific number. It=s also important to consider the range of possible perspectives (including their pros and
cons), not just to gather support for one view.

2-ORGANIZING AN ESSAY

Some basic guidelines

The best time to think about how to organize your paper is during the pre-writing stage, not the writing or revising
stage. A well-thought-out plan can save you from having to do a lot of reorganizing when the first draft is completed.
Moreover, it allows you to pay more attention to sentence-level issues when you sit down to write your paper.

When you begin planning, ask the following questions: What type of essay am I going to be writing? Does it belong
to a specific genre? In university, you may be asked to write, say, a book review, a lab report, a document study, or a
compare-and-contrast essay. Knowing the patterns of reasoning associated with a genre can help you to structure your
essay.

For exampl e, book reviews typically begin with a s
to a critical di scussion of the bookhasovesll assessmgnt ofithe a n d
value of the book. These typical features of a book review lead you to consider dividing your outline into three parts: (1)
summary; (2) discussion of strengths and weaknesses; (3) overall evaluation. The second and most substantial part will
likely break down into two sub-parts. It is up to you to decide the order of the two subparts* whether to analyze
strengths or weaknesses first. And of course it will be up to you to come up with actual strengths and weaknesses.

Be aware that genres are not fixed. Different professors will define the features of a genre differently. Read the
assignment question carefully for guidance.

Understanding genre can take you only so far. Most university essays are argumentative, and there is no set pattern
for the shape of an argumentative essay. The simple three-point essay taught in high school is far too restrictive for the
complexities of most university assignments. You must be ready to come up with whatever essay structure helps you to
convince your reader of the validity of your position. In other words, you must be flexible, and you must rely on your
wits. Each essay presents a fresh problem.

Avoiding a common pitfall

Though there are no easy formulas for generating an outline, you can avoid one of the most common pitfalls in
student papers by remembering this simple principle: the structure of an essay should not be determined by the structure
of its source material. For example, an essay on an historical period should not necessarily follow the chronology of
events from that period. Similarly, a well-constructed essay about a literary work does not usually progress in parallel
with the plot. Your obligation is to advance your argument, not to reproduce the plot.
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If your essay is not well structured, then its overall weaknesses will show through in the individual paragraphs.
Consider the following two paragraphs from two diffe
developed moral nature he becomes morally compromised in the course of the play:

(a) I n Act 3, Scene 4, Pol onius hides behind an arr a
the king. Detecting something stirring, Hamlet draws his sword and kills Polonius, thinking he has killed Claudius.
Gertrude excl ai ms, - 0, what a rash and bl oody deed i
moral decline. Now Hamlet has blood on his hands, and the blood of the wrong person. But rather than engage in self-
criticism, Homl et i mmedi at el y turns hi s mo ttha®nosta badygosddisthemag a i n
kill a king, and madyy @ne hothi Barmlrett hermogt29seri ous
women. He often accuses them of sins they could not have committed. It is doubtful that Gertrude even knows Claudius

killed her previous husband. Hamlet goes on to ask Gertrude to compare the image of the two kings, old Hamlet and

Cl audi us. I n Hamlet-s words, ®ltdheHdmloat ds J-oMEp r iao
Despite Hamlet-s unfair treatment of ewhisidealis;m. he i s mo

(b) One of Hamlet-s most serious mor al 3S3cenelthedeniebto g s
Ophelia ever having expressed his love for her, using his feigned madness as cover for his cruelty. Though his rantings

may be an act, they cannot hide his obsessive anger at one particular woman: his mother. He counsels Opheliato- ma r r
a fool, for wise men know well e ndd)utlgnhblamidy &et in avanaesfar ther S
sin of adultery. The | ogic is plain: i f Hamlet-s mot
capable of doingthe same and therefore share the bl ame. The f ¢
constitute adultery only underscores Hamlet-s tenden
goes as far as to suggestthatGertrud e s hared responsi bil ity 4i30).Bytconéemnmygr de
women for actions they did not commit, Hamlet is doing just what he accuses Guildenstern of doing to him: he is
plucking out the -hearih)® of their -mystery® (3.2.372

The second of these two paragraphs is much stronger, largely because it is not plot-driven. It makes a well-defined point
about Hamlet-s moral nature and sticks to that point
scene to another as is necessary, but the logic of the argument moves along a steady path. At any given point in your

essays, you will want to leave yourself free to go wherever you need to in your source material. Your only obligation is

to further your argument. Paragraph (a) sticks closely to the narrative thread of Act 3, Scene 4, and as a result the

paragraph makes several different points with no clear focus.

What does an essay outline look like?

Most essays outlines will never be handed in. They are meant to serve you and no one else. Occasionally, your
professor will ask you to hand in an outline weeks prior to handing in your paper. Usually, the point is to ensure that you
are on the right track. Nevertheless, when you produce your outline, you should follow certain basic principles. Here is
an example of an outline for an essay on Hamlet:

t hesi s: Despite Hamlet-s highly devel oped mor al na
revenge.

. I ntroducti on: Ha ml et - s vehgaanch utralsoaoskdeshis Miadmndtagnted. n o t
II. Hamlet has a highly developed moral nature.

A. Hamlet is idealistic.

B. Hamlet is aware of his own faults, whereas others are self-satisfied.

C. Hamlet does not want to take revenge without grounds for acting.
III. Hamlet becomes morally compromised while delaying.

A. The turning point in Hamlet-s moral decline
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B. Hamlet-s moral decline continues when_ he sen
C. Hamlet already began his moral decline before the turning point in the play, the killing of Polonius.
1. Hamlet treats women badly.
2. Hamlet criticizes others in the play for acting falsely to get ahead, but in adopting the disguise of
madness he, too, is presenting a false face to the world.
IV. Though Hamlet becomes more compromised the longer he delays, killing the king would have been a
morally questionable act.
V. Conclusion: The play Hamlet questions the adequacy of a system of ethics based on honour and revenge.

This is an example of a sentence outline. Another kind of outline is the topic outline. It consists of fragments rather than
full sentences. Topic outlines are more open-ended than sentence outlines: they leave much of the working out of the
argument for the writing stage.

When should | begin putting together a plan?

The earlier you begin planning, the better. It is usually a mistake to do all of your research and note-taking before
beginning to draw up an outline. Of course, you will have to do some reading and weighing of evidence before you start
to plan. But as a potential argument begins to take shape in your mind, you may start to formalize your thoughts in the
form of a tentative plan. You will be much more efficient in your reading and your research if you have some idea of
where your argument is headed. You can then search for evidence for the points in your tentative plan while you are
reading and researching. As you gather evidence, those points that still lack evidence should guide you in your research.
Remember, though, that your plan may need to be modified as you critically evaluate your evidence.

What is a reverse outline?

When you have completed your first draft, and you think your paper can be better organized, consider using a
reverse outline. Reverse outlines are simple to create. Just read through your essay, and every time you make a new
point, summarize it in the margin. If the essay is reasonably well-organized, you should have one point in the margin for
each paragraph, and your points read out in order should form a coherent argument. You might, however, discover that
some of your points are repeated at various places in your essay. Other points may be out of place, and still other key
points may not appear at all. Think of all these points as the ingredients of an improved outline which you now must
create. Use this new outline to cut and paste the sentences into a revised version of your essay, consolidating points that
appear in several parts of your essay while eliminating repetition and creating smooth transitions where necessary.

You can improve even the most carefully planned essay by creating a reverse outline after completing your first
draft. The process of revision should be as much about organization as it is about style.

How much of my time should | put into planning?

It is self-evident that a well-planned paper is going to be better organized than a paper that was not planned out.
Thinking carefully about how you are going to argue your paper and preparing an outline can only add to the quality of
your final product. Nevertheless, some people find it more helpful than others to plan. Those who are good at coming up
with ideas but find writing difficult often benefit from planning. By contrast, those who have trouble generating ideas but
find writing easy may benefit from starting to write early. Putting pen to paper (or typing away at the keyboard) may be
just what is needed to get the ideas to flow.

You have to find out for yourself what works best for you, though it is fair to say that at least some planning is

al ways a good idea. Think about whether your <current
little if the first draft of your essays is always a disorganized mess, and you have to spend a disproportionate amount of

time creating reverse outlines and cutting and past.
yourself writing your paper a day before it-spauue af
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Be aware of the implications of planning too little or too much.
Planning provides the following advantages
hel ps vy o lbgidaland prdedydatganent tlaat your readers can follow
hel ps y o uecdnamica pagecbyatlcevingayou to spot repetition
hel ps y o thorough pgper bydnakimgit esier for you to notice whether you have left anything out

makes drafting the paper easier by allowing yad to
clarity
Overplanning poses the following risks:
~ doesn=-t |l eave you enough time to write and revise
~ leads you to produce papers that try to cover too
~ can result in a wriybtndeag style that | acks spontanei
~ does not provide enough opportunity to discover ne

3-TRANSITIONAL DEVICES (CONNECTING WORDS)

Transitional devices are like bridges between parts of your paper. They are cues that help the reader to interpret
ideas in the way that you, as a writer, want them to understand. Transitional devices help you carry over a thought
from one sentence to another, from one idea to another, or from one paragraph to another with words or phrases. And
finally, transitional devices link your sentences and paragraphs together smoothly so that there are no abrupt jumps or
breaks between ideas.

There are several types of transitional devices, and each category leads your reader to make certain connections or
assumptions about the areas you are connecting. Some lead your reader forward and imply the "building" of an idea
or thought, while others make your reader compare ideas or draw conclusions from the preceding thoughts.

Here is a list of some common transitional devices that can be used to cue your reader in a given way.

To Add: and, again, and then, besides, equally important, finally, further, furthermore, nor, too, next, lastly, what's
more, moreover, in addition, first (second, etc.),

To Compare: whereas, but, yet, on the other hand, however, nevertheless, on the other hand, on the contrary, by
comparison, where, compared to, up against, balanced against, vis a vis, but, although, conversely, meanwhile, after
all, in contrast, although this may be true

To Prove: because, for, since, for the same reason, obviously, evidently, furthermore, moreover, besides, indeed, in
fact, in addition, in any case, that is

To Show Exception: yet, still, however, nevertheless, in spite of, despite, of course, once in a while, sometimes

To Show Time: immediately, thereafter, soon, after a few hours, finally, then, later, previously, formerly, first
(second, etc.), next, and then

To Repeat: in brief, as I have said, as I have noted, as has been noted,

To Emphasize: definitely, extremely, obviously, in fact, indeed, in any case, absolutely, positively, naturally,
surprisingly, always, forever, perennially, eternally, never, emphatically, unquestionably, without a doubt, certainly,
undeniably, without reservation

To Show Sequenceffirst, second, third, and so forth. A, B, C, and so forth. next, then, following this, at this time,
now, at this point, after, afterward, subsequently, finally, consequently, previously, before this, simultaneously,
concurrently, thus, therefore, hence, next, and then, soon

To Give an Example: for example, for instance, in this case, in another case, on this occasion, in this situation, take
the case of, to demonstrate, to illustrate, as an illustration, to illustrate

To Summarize or Conclude: in brief, on the whole, summing up, to conclude, in conclusion, as I have shown, as I
have said, hence, therefore, accordingly, thus, as a result, consequently, on the whole,
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