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Some Tips for Great Papers

The best papers will make a specific argumentative claim and articulate the stakes of that claim, i.e., why that matters (answering the “so what?” question). 

This specific claim is what we’ll ultimately be calling a thesis, and we’ll talk at great length about what makes a great thesis in the coming weeks. It’s OK, for now, to draw on your current sense of what you think a thesis is and how you’ve understood it from prior classes. That said, try to avoid a thesis that follows the “five paragraph essay” format (“X does Y, and it does this via A, B, and C”). We want to aim for thesis statements, in college-level writing, that are more specific, nuanced, robust, and synthetic: that is, try to synthesize your miscellaneous ideas into one coherent claim, don’t just list disparate evidence. 

Spend the rest of your paper making an argument for why your claim is correct and important, with ample analysis of the object you’ve chosen. This analysis might take many forms, depending on the nature of your object (visual analysis for infographics or videos, close reading for more textual documents, etc.). What’s most important is that you demonstrate you have been thinking about the form, content, and context of your object carefully and that you’ve arrived at a specific, non-obvious claim about it for which you are prepared to argue.

In terms of format, your paper should include a robust introduction that defines the scope of your paper, introduces your chosen topic and object, provides important context for the reader, and clearly explicates your thesis. 

Each paragraph after that should offer support of this thesis, and the paragraphs should be organized in a logical order. The first sentence of each paragraph (i.e., the “topic sentence”) should be supplying a “reason” for why your thesis is correct (you might “write your way” into these reasons later in a paragraph but move them to the front as you edit!). Make sure, as well, to provide coherent transitions in between paragraphs. 

You should also provide ample evidence to justify your claim, including quotations or descriptions of your object itself and quotations from Gitelman and Jackson or any other readings you use to make your argument. You should analyze all evidence that you quote: do not let the author speak for you. When you’re done with your first draft, try reading your thesis out loud, followed by the first sentence of each body paragraph (your reasons) and see if it sounds close to a coherent argument. If it doesn’t, ask yourself what each paragraph is saying, and make sure that’s clear from the first sentence.

Make sure your thesis is not overly obvious. You should instead take the risk of making an argument that can be argued both for and against: if a thesis cannot be disproven, it is probably not a strong thesis. At the same time, make sure to choose a thesis you can actually prove. For example, an argument that humanity is inherently greedy is difficult to prove, but an argument about the way humanity’s supposed greed is depicted in a particular text is easier to prove.

Make sure to provide a page number citation any time you are quoting from a text. Make sure it is clear to the reader where you are quoting from. You do not have to provide a works cited entry for any texts from the syllabus you quote, but you must provide one for any outside primary or secondary sources to which you refer. 

A page number citation should go at the end of the sentence in which the quotation appears, in parentheses, after the quotation marks but before the period. If you are reproducing italics (or “emphasis”) from the original text, you can do so silently, but if you add emphasis, be sure to specify. You can also silently make capital letters lower case to make your prose flow better.

The first time you quote from someone, use their full name. After that, you may refer to them by their last name only for the sake of brevity. This is conventional in academic writing. Fictional characters are generally referred to by their first names (after, likewise, a full name at first mention), but this might vary based on the specific text.

Some examples:

As Devin Daniels writes, “you should also provide ample evidence to justify your claim” (1).*

· In the original, I wrote “You should also,” but I have silently changed this to a lower case “y.” You do not have to write something awkward like “[y]ou should.”

While Daniels claims that “if a thesis cannot be disproven, it is probably not a strong thesis,” I disagree vehemently (1).

· This emphasis was in the original, so I do not need to say anything. The reader can assume it is the original emphasis.

Some academics have stated that “an argument that humanity is inherently greedy is difficult to prove,” but they remain suspiciously silent on why greed is so prevalent in our society (Daniels 1; my emphasis).

· In this case, I added emphasis: “inherently” is not italicized in the original. Thus, I had to specify that this was the case in my citation, or I would be misrepresenting the words of the person from whom I am quoting.



