How To Wite an Essay: Sone Suggestions

Dr. Ken Petress

After speaking, witing is the nost pervasive formof person-to-
person communi cation. Since witing is so culturally inportant, it
seens only |ogical that students have formal, easy to understand in-
struction and guidance relevant to witing well. Basic conposition and
literature classes do a good general job; however, little tine in these
classes is devoted to classroomessay witing. This essay devoted its
attention to what one professor expects of his students in the form of
cl assroom papers. Readers are cautioned that conplete transference
bet ween assi gnments types, classes, and professors is not possible.
There is, | strongly believe, a likelihood that the vast majority of
what is urged in this paper is transferabl e across classroomsituations.
This essay includes several witing suggestions organi zed by naj or
category: content, organization, nechanical, and style/delivery.

If you follow these guidelines for essay witing, your odds of
produci ng a good paper are greatly enhanced. These guidelines are
designed to | ead you step-by-step through the mnefield of paper wit-
ing. |If you start tasks early and learn to work nore nethodically, the

trauna of witing will be greatly |essened.

I ntroduction

Your first task is to clearly understand assignnments; their goals,
paraneters, and limtations. Each assignment will be introduced in
witing, and you will be asked to read that assign
ment in class. Take that request seriously. You will be given an
opportunity to clear up anything that seens inconplete, vague, unfaml -

iar, or otherw se questionable. Later, if any of the instructions stil
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seemuncl ear, see your professor about your confusion right away; del ays
only cause predictable anguish |ater on.

Pay close attention to specific assignnent requirenents (ie: study
focus; specific volume of and types of evidence required to support
clains or argunents; essay length; required citation for-nmat; and due
date). Is the essay expected to be informative or persuasive? Are you
asked to exam ne both sides of a question or to be an advocate for only
one side? Are you expected to take an historical, critical, or analyti-
cal view of sonme person, event, or concept? Have specific paper
subt opi cs been suggested or required in the assi gnnment?

Once answers to these questions are clearly and conpletely
understood, it is tine to search for a specific topic. Quality topic
selection is not a snap decision. Followi ng are a series of questions
to be asked before enbarking on the essay witing journey: (1) what
rel evant topic areas aml interested in pursuing? (2) what do | already
know t hat woul d be useful for this assignment? (3) what resources (ie:
books, journals, popular per-iodicals, personal know edge, interview
prospects, and canpus experts) do | have available to nme? and (4) what
topics best fit ny skills?

It is often useful to seek several workable topics in the initia
stage. Commonly, dead ends are encountered, insufficient resources are
di scovered, and topics that are either too broad or too conpl ex becone
exposed after the initial search. Al so, sone initial topics generate
i deas for even nore stimulating subjects. Onhce you have settl ed
on one topic that you are interested in, that seens doabl e, and which
nmeets assignnent paraneters, it is time to wite a clear thesis
sentence, a statenent of your overall essay intentions. A thesis is the

argunent, assertion, claim or proposition you are forwarding. Your



thesis is your najor thrust, what you strive to acconplish. This thesis
statenent should hel p guide you in searching for resource materials, in
outlining, and in choosing appropriate stylistic devices when the actual
witing process progresses. A thesis statenment should be clear, concise
and decl arati ve.

Your next step is to outline what you want to acconplish. An
outline can be thought of as a blueprint. |If you try to build a house
without a blueprint, you likely will have a disaster on your hands. The
hi gher the quality of your outline, the better are your chances for a
hi gh caliber essay. A high quality out-line is the consequence of
nmet hodi cal work, |ogical thinking, and plenty of time. An outline helps
to acconplish several goals including: (1) forcing you to logically
sequence ideas, (2) assuring relative bal ance/i nbal ance of major ideas,
(3) pointing out when major or mnor ideas are redundant or not distinct
fromone another, (4) revealing omssions of needed points, and (5)
poi nting out possible idea categories that were not evident before.

Just as with high quality papers, outlines frequently are done in
multiple drafts; the first outline draft is seldoma polished, finely
honed product. Qutlining may, at first, seemlike a tedious, time
wasting effort; but if you will earnestly work at producing a detail ed
pl an of your essay, your actual witing time and revision work likely
wi Il be reduced and nade nore pl easant.

O the three major essay conponents: content, organization, and
delivery/style, CONTENT is, in your professor's opinion, the nost
important. |If you have nothing worthy to say, the rest is fluff. It is
necessary that you have something new, exciting, useful, and relevant to
say in order to secure reader interest and respect. Nothing is nore

maddeni ng than a witer who wastes readers' tine with trivia or



redundant information. A quality academc essay inforns and lifts the
audience's spirit. Do not choose a topic because it seens easy; choose
your focus because it is inportant, interesting to you and your
prospective audi ence, and because it will provide evidence to the reader

that you have | earned somnething fromthe task.

Cont ent

It is your responsibility to be honest, accurate, precise, tinely,
| ocal, and open about what you have to say. Honesty means bei ng
truthful and thorough; admtting to biases or prejudices; and al so
i ncludes not lying by omssion and admtting that there are opposi ng
vi ewpoi nts. Accuracy and precision relate to the detail and
sophi stication used as well as to the thoroughness of your clains or
evidence. You owe it to your audience and to yourself to use current
evi dence when appropriate; and it al nost always is the proper strategy!
Wien possi bl e, choose exanples and illustrations that are cl ose to home
rat her than distant ones; these help maintain interest and assi st
audi ence nenbers in better relating to your arguments. Sources for
factual information and for borrowed interpretati ons should be clearly
and conpletely disclosed. It is desirable, when prinary sources are
avail abl e, to use these rather than secondary or nore distant sources.

It is understood that genuine occasions arise where prinmary sources are
unavai | abl e; but "unavail abl e" does not equate with |aziness or starting
| at el

Quot ations should be held to a mnimum Only those specific words
fromothers that can not be readily paraphrased shoul d be used.
Necessary, lengthy, block quotes are a rarity. Essays are your_

interpretations, inferences, clains, and conclusions, not a litany of



others' assertions. There are infrequent times when soneone el se has
said sonmething so well and so relevant that it nmerits repeating as an
exanpl e or in support of your clains, but those occasions are rare.

Evi dence (support) comes in several forns: facts, exanples,

i nferences, statistics, testinony, observations, and persona

experi ences. Facts are statenents that are verifiable by observation
experinentation, or experience. Inferences are guesses that we nake
based on i nconpl ete knowl edge. Exanples are actual instances or

hypot heti cal cases used to illustrate points you are making. Statistics
are either nunerical descriptions of popul ations or sanples of things,
events, or people or predictions based on probability. Cbservations are
the objects, people, or events that you personally as well as
vicariously witness; while experiences are events where you are
centrally involved. That these forns of evidence exist needs to be
clearly established in your witing as well as the reliability of such
evi dence used as support for particular argunents, clains, and
assertions you rmake in your papers. Fraudulent, m sl eading, inconplete,
and hearsay evi dence and clains are unethical and need to be avoi ded.
Gat hering proper support is hard work and usually takes a great anount
of tinme and energy to garner.

Just providing reasons (evidence) is insufficient. Evidence needs
to be organi zed |ike building bl ocks. Each paragraph should relate to
your thesis; should be fully devel oped; and shoul d hel p the reader
fol |l ow your reasoning. Your conclusions should foll ow established
reasoni ng patterns (ie: chronol ogi cal, spacial, topical, cause-effect,
anal ogy, problemsolution, etc). Your essay's conclusions should cone
as no surprise to readers; they shoul d be obvious based upon your

paper's thesis statenent, preview, presented evidence, and | ogical idea



sequence.
Content, then, includes topic selection, clains and evi dence
chosen to support arguments, devel oped ideas that support your thesis,

and concl usi ons drawn fromyour evidence. Content is the "meat on the

bones. "
Organi zati on
In addition to the content conponent of your witing, organ-
ization is a crucial elenent of concern for the audience. It is

i mperative that your ideas be easy to follow Follow ng are some
suggestions for naking your ideas flow snoothly and | ogically. An essay
needs to have an introduction; this beginning is nore involved than

nmerely saying: "... | amgoing to .... An effective introduction
provides a rationale for your study, sets the context for the topic,
states the paper's purpose, seeks reader attention and interest, and
forecasts major ideas to foll ow

Audi ence attention and interest are not al ways easy to achieve.
Sone topics are common, potentially dull, conplicated, foreign to nany
readers, or initially contrary to reader values, opinions, or attitudes.
It is necessary that you anal yze your audi ence carefully and then frane
your topic in such a way as to spark interest, grab attention, and
promse a result that will warrant their continued readi ng.

After you have secured audi ence attention and interest, you need
to supply readers with a rationale for your paper. A rationale provides
the "why" for your study; this may include personal interest,

i nterveni ng events between recent literature and your study, a

di scovered omssion or flawin others' studies, or extensions of others

work. Contexts commonly involve political, social, ethical, economc



religious, philosophic, or ideo-|ogical concerns. The context provides
a perineter for your topic, limts that guide your search. Your purpose
needs to be clear; you need to state whether you seek an answer to a
probl em hope to advocate one idea over others, are proposing that a
prob-lemexists, etc. Your purpose often is your thesis sentence.

Mpj or ideas, argument flow, and essay purpose should not cone as a
surprise to the reader. Briefly informng your audi ence of things to
come is called a preview or forecast. Forecasts of ideas often consist
of more than just saying: "...I wll A B and C..." Previews provide
reasons for sequencing ideas in a given way unless the order is self
evident. Previews define terns that readers may be unfamliar with, or
that may be anbi guous, that are essential to understanding the essay.
The forecast need not be exhaustive, but it ought to give a reader a
gen-eral map of your intentions (it is also wise to remnd themof where
on that map you are fromtinme to time. These remnders are called
"signposts.” Signposts help readers follow direction, appreciate idea
hi erarchy, and better sense relationships in your study).

Anot her section of your paper that shoul d precede your argunents
and analysis is what is called the literature review This section
provi des an overview of others' studies that are relevant to your topic;
it's part of the essay that usually comes just prior to your study
itself. This literature review allows readers who desire nore
background into your subject to know what sources to consult.

New i deas shoul d not be encountered abruptly; transitions are
nmeans of preparing audiences for the end to one idea and the begi nning
of another thought. Transitions within an essay need to be varied; the
sane tried and true connective, repetitively used, nakes for dul

readi ng and detracts fromyour witing effectiveness.



Maj or papers typically enbark on subjects requiring conplex,
extensi ve sub-issues. Such issues may require what anmounts to mni
introductions; these are distinct fromthe overall essay introduction
These internal previews typically show how particul ar najor ideas are
i mportant, why those ideas are needed in the study, and illustrate
relati onships to other major ideas. Such issues may al so need to be
summarized within the essay. Internal summaries wap up individua
maj or points within the study and are commonly followed by a transition
to the next maj or point.

Your essay, being goal oriented, needs a forceful summary; one
t hat punches hone your nmain thrust, one that |eaves readers with a sense
of resolution, one that | eaves one focal idea in the audience's mnd --
the idea that is nost central to your witing.

Tightly organi zed ideas need to be presented in ways that invite
readers' attention. Sl oppy, arcane, unexciting, or erron-eous ideas
tend to turn readers off and nay | eave even great ideas unattended to by
your audi ence. (Oganization, then, can be seen as the skel eton of your
essay. A sound structure enhances reader conprehensi on and hel ps secure
accept ance of your work. Sl oppy organization may cause your ideas to be
di sm ssed or severely depreciated.

In addition to content and structure issues, several stylistic
matters need addressing. After choosing rel evant ideas and then
organi zing themappropriately, a witer or needs to choose ways to
deliver a message so that it will gain interest and i nduce
agreenent / accept ance in audi ence nenbers' nminds. Some exanpl es of
stylistic/delivery nmatters that students commonly have difficulties with

are di scussed bel ow.

Mechani cs
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Onhe of the basic style/delivery difficulties is the witing
format. Following are several general guidelines that will apply to
nmost of your college witing. Witers need to attend to proper
spel l'ing, punctuation, grammar, and word usage. Papers are to be neatly
typed following a consistent witing style (ie: APA, MA, Turabian,

.). [Essays should be typed on a single side of white 8% X 11" paper
doubl e spaced, with one inch nar-gins on all sides of the page. A
separate title page should include: the essay title, the author's nane
and class indicator, and the submssion date. Al essays shoul d use
endnotes rather than footnotes on each page. Each paper shoul d incl ude
nunber ed pages and the author's nane (nmost easily acconplished by using
"headers" or "footers in wordperfect) on each page. P ease do not put
papers in plastic covers or binders; sinply paper clip pages together.

In addition to nmechani cal considerations, there are several other
stylistic issues that are inportant to know about. These stylistic
matters render your witing easier to read, nake the work nore
interesting, and produce, for the reader, a nore favor-abl e inpression

of the witer. These are discussed in the follow ng section.

Styl e/ Delivery

Al pronouns need antecedents; sonme antecedents are explicit,
others are inplicit. Antecedents need to be clear and unanbi guous. An
exanpl e of poor pronoun usage is: "Mary bought a new car; Susan
purchased a new TV; and Joan nmade a down paynent on a sea cruise
said it was too expensive." Wio is "she" and what is "it?" Typically,
pronoun antecedents are assunmed to be the nost recently used noun or
pronoun; if such is not the case, you need to rework the reference to

assure clarity.



Pl ease refrain fromusing popul ar or colloquial wording (ie:
"stuff;" "guys" when referring to people; "things like that;"

"awesone," "neat," "out of sight," et cetera). These do not con-vey
cl ear nessages and they are contrary to accepted and expected academc
witing standards.

Run-on sentences are to be avoided. A run-on sentence is a series
of clauses and/or phrases that belong witten in separate sentences, but
instead are connected by "and," "therefore,” "but,"” "...in addition...,"
etc. Shorter, crisper sentence structures are preferred over |engthy,
overly conpl ex sentences. Paragraphs shoul d be introduced, devel oped,
and concl uded as discrete units of the essay. Headings should indicate
essay sections when there is sufficient |ength and/ or conplexity to your
paper to warrant this segnenting device.

Aut hors should wite in active voice. Unless a specific effect is
desired and is appropriate, witing in passive voi ce shoul d be avoi ded.
Possessives should be in direct form not in preposition form Mst
prepositional use is unnecessary; it is likely that over 50% of first
draft prepositions easily can be elimnated (naybe even nore!).
Qualifiers, when called for, are essential; however, nany students
overly use qualifiers (ie: sonetines, possibly, maybe, etc.). Wen
qualifiers are over used, they lose their authority. Try not to wite
extrenely lengthy or overly conplex sentences. They are difficult to
read and they often cloud good i deas. Keep your witing crisp, direct,
goal centered, and even flowi ng. Shorter sentences and sinple
structures do not nean that you are sinple mnded, but instead indicate
that you are interested in seeing to it that your readers are inforned,
not inpressed by grandi ose witing.

There is a specific difference between "I feel..." and
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believe..."; "feel" is a word designating enotion; while "believe" (or
"think") suggests a cognitive process. This is not entirely a stylistic
matter; it is an accuracy concern as well.

Try not to use ornate, intricate, or fancy words when pl ain,
sinple, and famliar ones will do. |In specific instances where
particul ar attention to verbal precision is needed/desired, |ess comon
vocabul ary is acceptable, but not in nost cases. Use your thesaurus to
under stand others' words, not to construct hard to read papers.

Verbal variety hel ps keep reader interest. Note ny
i nt erchangeabl e use of the terns paper, essay, and study. Do not extend
this advice too far and attenpt to never repeat words; too rnuch
versatility is just as problematic as too little variety.

Met aphors that hel p readers understand concepts or exanpl es nore
clearly are encouraged. Wl| chosen metaphors can add rich-ness to your
| anguage use. Metaphors that try to be cute or that confuse the reader
are strongly discouraged. Parallel structure is encouraged. This aids
readers in visualizing concept rel at- ionships. Parallel structure is
made easier if you construct sentence outlines before you begin witing.
Be sure that when you use anal ogies, they are rel evant and appropri ate
to the occasion. Readers need to be clearly famliar with both the
subj ect of your analogy and with what that analogy refers to. herw se
do not use that anal ogy. Be prudent when using the term"cause."
Causation is a specific relationship type. Qher relationships exist,
but these should not be mstaken for or ms-|abeled as cause. Causation
inmplies a specific |inkage and sequence between two or nore
variables. Be sure these conditions exist when using the term"cause."

Non sexi st | anguage i s appreciated by nost readers; this shows a

witer's rhetorical sensitivity and will enhance author and nessage
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credibility. Avoid "he/she", "s/he", "hinmher" whenever you possibly
can. Careful sentence structuring and thoughtful planning will help you
avoi d these bot hersone patterns.

Try to draw clear, distinct pictures in the reader's mnd; this is
called vividness. Vividness can be achi eved by enpl oyi ng enotive words
and figurative | anguage. Your readers are idea consuners; you have an
obligation to do as nuch for themas you can. Readers then are better
prepared to | earn, evaluate your ideas and clains, and to use your
concl usi ons.

Witing can be fun. Onhce you devote the necessary tine, the
requi red energy, and the requisite thoughtful ness to producing worthy
nmessages, your efforts likely will be praised by nost readers.

Style allows an author's personality to be seen. Style includes
fornmality level, person, voice, vocabul ary, and chosen literary devi ces.
Part of the witing process is to capture and keep readers' attention
and interest. ood style enhances a witer's chances of being noticed,

bel i eved, and renenber ed.

Concl usi on

G her than through listening to the spoken word and speaki ng,
witing and reading are the nost prevalent forns of idea exchange. It
behooves us to be conpetent witers and readers. Reading and witing
are conplenentary and synbiotic. Each aids the other. Quality reading
i s enhanced by acquiring good witing skills; inproved witing is
acquired, in part, by exposure to a breadth of good witing.

Witing is not a nere mechanical task. Witing requires audi ence
anal ysis, a striving to understand what audi ence nmenbers will desire,

under stand, and spend the tinme and energy reading. This is not an easy
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task; it requires thought and effort.

Content, organi zation, and style are all inportant essay
conponents. The di scussion of these three conponents followed, in
descendi ng order, your professor's personal bias as to their relative
i mportance. Remenber, each essay audi ence has its own understandi ng
I evel; its personal biases, expectations, and demands; and its unique
reactions to and eval uations of an author's work. Do your best to know
your audi ence; this is called audi ence analysis. The nore you know
about your audi ence; who they are; what their needs, wants,
expectations, values, beliefs, attitudes, and histories (personal and
group) are, the better prepared you will be to address their concerns.
The nore you show common ground with your audi ence, the nore receptive

they are likely to be to your ideas.
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