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Introduction 
 

This handbook is a compilation of many strategies, hints, and some requirements that will allow you to 
write more successful essays.  This handbook is NOT a replacement for the specific assignment given to 
you by your teacher.  However, using the information in this resource will give you the opportunity to 
write stronger essays to meet your assignment.   
 
Regardless of the  specific assignment, the information in the following pages assumes that to be a good 
writer, you must take the time to work on it.  Writing is difficult and time consuming.  To succeed at 
writing a strong essay means that you have taken a big step towards being able to communicate at a 
high level.   
 

HOW YOU SHOULD APPROACH WRITING 
ALWAYS ASK YOURSELF… 

WHAT is your purpose? 
WHO is your audience? 

HOW will you convey your purpose to your chosen audience? 

 
If you answer the above questions carefully and thoughtfully, you will inevitably reach the following 
conclusions: 
 
1. You can‟t use language without making choices of words, details, sequence, stress, etc. 
 
2. The choices you make express your values, your judgments, your feeling towards your experiences. 
 
Look at the two examples below.  Two different students write about the same event, but their word 
choice, tone, and information says something very different about each.  Can you make some 
conclusions about each writer based only on how he/she writes? 
 
Writer A Had a little American History exam last week (73 objective quest. -- multiple choice).  

Another kid and I shared Top Dog (70/73).  It wasn‟t very difficult, needless to say.  As I 
told Jaime, like in spelling, I may not know how to spell a word, but I know when a word 
is mis-spelled; this makes multiple choice not real difficult for me. 

 
Writer B Well, I couldn‟t tell you whether the Spanish-American War last (A) 2 years, (B) 1 year, 

(C) 6 months, or (D) 10 weeks -- and a lot of other ABCD things like that -- so I fouled up 
another of Prof. Harriman‟s cheapie objective exams in American History.  When the hell 
is that old alphabet-machine going to ask something halfway vital, like whether the U.S. 
should have been in that war?  (I passed, barely.) 

 
Hopefully you are beginning to see that writing is not just putting down the first words that come to 
mind or mindlessly filling out an outline or template that your teacher might give you.  Instead, 

•  Writing is an incredibly personal activity because it comes from you. 
•  Writing is communication between people -- it is a social act. 
•  Readers only know you through your writing -- how do you want to be perceived? 
•  Writing is a CONSCIOUS effort -- slight changes in words can make h u g e  differences in your 
meaning: 

 
 I am not happy with just passing.  I am disgusted with just passing. 
 I am heartsick over just passing.   I am not satisfied with just passing. 
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ELEMENTS OF AN EFFECTIVE ESSAY 

 
 Focus—This term refers to how well your essay hits the topic and stays there. 

 

 Unity  This term refers to how well the paragraph gels together as a whole.  Coherence is a term that 
refers to how well your ideas flow from point to point.  Coherence is also discussed when talking 
about organization.  The topic sentence is the most important part of the body paragraph.  This 
sentence controls everything your paragraph can do and sets the reader up for the level of 
information in the paragraph.  Weak topic sentences are deadly to essays. 
 

 Organization—This term refers to how well your essay is arranged and whether or not your ideas 
flow well from point to point.  This is the road map which directs the reader through the paper. It 
begins with a strong lead or hook and catches the reader's interest right from the beginning. The 
details along the way should add to that lead and should help build toward the conclusion, pulling 
the reader along right to the very end. It should use good transitions to move smoothly from one 
idea to the next, helping things fit together easily for the reader. Organization gives writing a sense 
of purpose and structure 

  

 Detail, Elaboration, Depth of Support—These terms refer to the content of your essay, how much 
you know, and the quality of ideas you‟ve given to your reader. 

  
The main idea here is that there are different kinds of support.  There is general discussion of 
your ideas (more on this later), fact, quotation, and example.  Discussion, example, and 
quotation will be used the most in the literary analysis essays.  A combination of all four levels 
will be used in your research paper and persuasive essays.  Narrative essays deal mostly with 
description, something we will discuss later. 
 

 Clarity—This term refers to how easy it is to understand your ideas and your writing.  Without 
clarity, the best ideas are not effective.  Your number one job is to be a clear writer.  The easier it is 
for me to understand your ideas, the more effective your ideas will be…and the potentially higher 
your grade will be. 

 

 Voice— Voice is the personality of the writer coming through on the page. It is what gives the 
writing a sense of flavor, a uniqueness, and give the reader the feeling that the writer is talking 
directly to her. A strong sense of voice demands that the writer make a commitment to the writing 
and write honestly with conviction. In a paper with strong voice, the reader will get a sense that 
someone real is there on the page, whether the reader knows the writer or not 

 

 Word Choice— Good word choice involves being able to look critically at verbs and select ones that 
are active, powerful and energetic. It means being able to choose just the right words to make the 
writing sound natural and precise. Word choice is what gives an exactness to details and helps the 
writer paint memorable pictures in the reader‟s mind 

 

 Sentence Fluency— In any piece of writing, there are many possible ways to write any sentence 
correctly, but usually, of those correct versions, one or two will sound better than others. A writer 
who can pick out those versions and can use them frequently will have a strong sense of sentence 
fluency. This does not mean creating longer sentences, but means using long sentences when they 
would be best and short sentences when they would suit better. It means creating a sense of rhythm 
with the sentences and a flow that the reader finds enjoyable to follow along. Good sentence fluency 
stands out when a piece of writing is read aloud. 
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 Conventions— Conventions are the rules of a language. They are the common patterns of grammar, 
spelling, punctuation, paragraphing and capitalization that readers come to expect in good writing. 
They make writing easy to read and understand. A reader may not even notice when conventions  

 
are well done, but might be distracted from the good ideas that were so carefully planned if the 
conventions are poorly handled. This is the most mechanical of the six traits and requires writers to 
learn editing and proofreading skills. 

 
 

THE WRITING PROCESS 
 
The process of writing includes many steps.  In the past, whether you‟ve written down each step or not, 
you have gone through some of the steps outlined below.  For this class, you are required to show pre-
writing and revision.  For some assignments, you will have the opportunity to choose the type of 
prewriting you want to do.  For other assignments, I will expect you to do certain types of pre-writing.  
 
Aside from pre-writing, you will also have to demonstrate revision strategies.  Some of these will be 
done in small groups, and some will be done as a whole class.  Every formal essay you write will require 
you to show me you are working with your paper, not just throwing it together the night before.   
 
STEP 1:  PREWRITING—THINK about your topic 

 Decide on a topic to write about. 

 Consider who will read or listen to your written work. 

 Brainstorm ideas about the subject. 

 List places where you can research information. 

 Do your research. 
 
STEP 2:  DRAFTING—WRITE a rough draft 

 Put the information you researched into your own words. 

 Write sentences and paragraphs even if they are not perfect. 

 Read what you have written and judge if it says what you mean. 

 Show it to others and ask for suggestions. 
 
STEP 3:  REVISING—MAKE your rough draft BETTER 

 Read what you have written again. 

 Think about what others said about it. 

 Rearrange words or sentences. 

 Take out or add parts. 

 Replace overused or unclear words. 

 Read your writing aloud to be sure it flows smoothly. 
 
STEP 4:  PROOFREADING—CORRECT your technical mistakes 

 Be sure all sentences are complete. 

 Correct spelling, capitalization, and punctuation. 

 Change words that are not used correctly. 

 Have someone check your work. 

 Recopy it correctly and neatly. 
 
STEP 5:  PUBLISHING—SHARE the finished product 
 

 
 



 5 

 

WHY YOU SHOULD PROOFREAD AND NOT RELY ON YOUR SPELL-
CHECKER 
 

A Little Poem Regarding Computer 
Spell Checkers...  
 
Eye halve a spelling chequer  
It came with my pea sea  
It plainly marques four my revue  
Miss steaks eye kin knot sea.  
 
Eye strike a key and type a word  
And weight four it two say  
Weather eye am wrong oar write  
It shows me strait a weigh.  
 

 
 
 

As soon as a mist ache is maid  
It nose bee fore two long  
And eye can put the error rite  
Its rare lea ever wrong.  
 
Eye have run this poem threw it  
I am shore your pleased two no  
Its letter perfect awl the weigh  
My chequer tolled me sew. 

 

PERSON TABLE  

If you have studied a foreign language, you know the differences between first, second, and third 
person.  Different “persons” are commonly used for different purposes.  Typically, formal essays will use 
3rd person.  Personal response essays will use some 1st person.  Be sure to check with your teacher to see 
what is allowed in your paper.  Below are the common words for each person. 

 
Singular Plural 

First person 
I, my, me, , mine, myself 

 
our, us we 

Second person you, your, you‟re (contraction of “you are”), yours you, your, yours 

Third person he, she it, him, her, its, his, hers, one‟s they, their, them 

 
 

SUGGESTIONS TO IMPROVE CLARITY 
 
Go from old to new information 
 
First, introduce your readers to the overall picture or idea by giving them information they already 
know. Then they can link what is familiar to them to the new information you give them. As that new 
information becomes familiar, it too becomes old information that can link to newer information.  The 
cycle continues throughout your paragraphs. 

Example: 
 
Every semester after final exams are over, I'm faced with the problem of what to do with all the notes I have taken 
during the semester. (new information). They (old – the notes) might be next year, but they take up space in my 
already messy room (new). Someday, it (old – my messy room) will become so overrun with notebooks I will not 
find the one I need. 
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Here is a sentence that is not as clear. It moves from new information to old information: 

Lately, most of the movies I've seen have been merely remakes of older films, but occasionally there are some 
that retell the same story in a refreshing way. The rapid disappearance of the Indian culture (new) is the topic of a 
recent movie (old) I saw. 
 

Revised to follow the clearer, old-to-new pattern: 

Lately, most of the movies I've seen have been merely remakes of older films, but occasionally there are some 
that retell the same story in a refreshing way. One recent movie (old) I saw was about the rapid disappearance of 

the Indian culture. (new) 
 

 

Use transitional words 
There are many words in English that cue our readers to relationships between sentences, joining 
sentences together.   See the table of common transition words later in this e-book. 

Example: 

I like September, and yet September is a sad time of the year, too. This is the time of year when I have to say 
goodbye to summer and go back to school, but I can't help thinking about seeing my friends again and going to 
different activities like football games and the homecoming dance. However, it also means doing homework, 
taking tests, and trying to figure out how to get all my work done along with doing all of my favorite after-school 
activities. 
 
 

Be careful about placement of subordinate clauses 
Avoid interrupting the main clause with a subordinate clause if the interruption will cause confusion: 

clear (subordinate clause at the end): 

Bullying on Facebook is increasing rapidly because of the growing use of cell phones to upload video of 
people who have been unknowingly recorded. 

 

clear (subordinate clause at the beginning): 

Because of the growing use of cell phones to upload video of people who have been unknowingly 
recorded, bullying on Facebook is increasing rapidly. 

 

not as clear (subordinate clause embedded in the middle): 

Bullying on Facebook, because of the growing use cell phone to secretly record people, is increasing 
rapidly. 

 
 

Use active voice 
Sentences in active voice are usually easier to understand than those in passive voice because active-
voice constructions indicate clearly the performer of the action expressed in the verb. In addition, 
changing from passive voice to active often results in a more concise sentence. So use active voice unless 
you have good reason to use the passive.  

Passive voice uses some form of the verb “to be” such as “is,” “was,” or “will be.” Use this when 
describing a state of being (the way something is, was, or will be), but do not use it when an action verb 
will convey meaning more directly and effectively.  
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Most of the writing you read daily uses active voice. An active voices sentence features a subject that 
actually does something, usually to someone or something else: “Lacrosse players create a practice 
routine based on all the skills they use in a game.” The active verb is “create.” Using passive voice here 
would require more words and make the sentence‟s meaning more difficult to determine: “A practice 
routine based on all the skills used in a game is created by lacrosse players.” 
  
Passive Voice examples: 

 The ball has been hit so hard it is now lost in the weeds. 

 The jewel was found in the thief’s left hip pocket. 

 The movie will be starting late because the projector broke after the last showing. (a good use  of 
passive voice, since the state of being of the “movie” is that it “will be starting late”) 

  
Active Voice alternatives: 

 Jill hit the ball so hard she lost it in the weeds. 

 The careful police officer found the jewel in the thief’s left hip pocket. (more words, but a  clearer 
sentence) 

 The projector broke after the last show, which means that our movie will start late. 

 
 

Use parallel constructions 
When you have a series of words, phrases, or clauses, put them in parallel form (similar grammatical 
construction) so that the reader can identify the linking relationship more easily and clearly. 

clear (parallel): 

In Wheaton, where the threat of tornadoes is an annual event, we learned that it is important (1) to 
become aware of severe weather, (2) to know what precautions to take, and (3) to decide when to seek 
shelter. 

 
not as clear (not parallel): 
 

In Wheaton, where the threat of tornadoes is an annual event, we learned that it is important (1) to 
become aware of severe weather. (2) that are certain precautions to take, and (3) when to decide to take 
shelter is important. 
 
 

Avoid noun strings 
Try not to string nouns together one after the other because a series of nouns is difficult to understand. 
One way to revise a string of nouns is to change one noun to a verb. 

unclear (string of nouns): 
 

This assignment explains our writing improvement strategy goals. 
 

clearer: 
 

This report explains our strategies to improve goals in writing. 
 

 

Avoid overusing noun forms of verbs 
Use verbs when possible rather than noun forms known as "nominalizations." 

unclear (use of nominalization): 

The yelling of the coach was loud. 

clearer: 
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The coach yelled loudly. 

 

Avoid multiple negatives 
Use affirmative forms rather than several negatives because multiple negatives are difficult to 
understand. 

unclear (multiple negatives, passive): 

Less attention is paid to teachers that lack compassion than to other teachers. 

clearer: 

People pay more attention to teachers with compassion than to other kinds of teachers. 

 
 

Avoid unclear pronoun references 
Be sure that the pronouns you use refer clearly to a noun in the current or previous sentence. If the 
pronoun refers to a noun that has been implied but not stated, you can clarify the reference by explicitly 
using that noun. 

This, that, these, those, he, she, it, they, and we are useful pronouns for referring back to something 
previously mentioned. Be sure, however, that what you are referring to is clear. 

Unclear (unclear pronoun reference): 

With the spread of torrent websites, artists of all kinds are taking steps to stop illegal copying of their 
work, hiring attorneys and specialists to go after people who infringe on copyright. They are increasingly 
joining together in national organizations to increase awareness of this problem. 
 

Clearer: 
 

With the spread of torrent websites, artists of all kinds are taking steps to stop illegal copying of their 
work, hiring attorneys and specialists to go after people who infringe on copyright. These artists are 
increasingly joining together in national organizations to increase awareness of this problem. 

 
Unclear (unclear pronoun reference): 
 

Joe worked in an automotive shop last summer, which may be his career choice. 

 
Clearer: 
 

Joe worked in an automotive shop last summer; bodywork may be his career choice. 
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TRANSITION WORDS FOR YOUR ESSAY 
 

Transitions to compare two things:  
 

in the same way likewise as also like 

similarly 

 
        

Transitions to contrast two things: 
 

but although otherwise on the other hand however 

conversely nevertheless even so counter to on the contrary 

yet even though as opposed     

 

Transitions to emphasize a point: 
 

again indeed  for this reason truly to repeat 

in fact with this in mind to emphasize     

 

Transitions to conclude or summarize: 
 

as a result consequently accordingly in short finally 

thus due to  to sum up therefore in conclusion 

in summary all in all       

 

Transitions used to add information: 
 

again and  furthermore along with also 

besides next finally as well likewise 

for example additionally in addition for instance moreover 

together with another  further     

 

 

SOME WARNING SIGNS OF A RUSHED PAPER 
 

 Not following the assignment: This is a clue that you didn't spend much time thinking 
about your work or referring to your assignment sheet. 
 

 Glaring factual errors: Such errors show that you didn't proofread your paper or that you 
rushed through your reading and didn't fully understand it. (ex. "Harper Lee was a British 
writer..."; "World War II place in the 2012. . . ") 

 
 Failing to cite sources: It will look as though you are plagiarizing. Carelessness and time 

constraints are not excuses.  Most students plagiarize because they do not give themselves 
enough time to work through the essay properly. 
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 Incomplete thesis: You need to be sure to include everything that is required.  Often, you will 

forget your “so what” idea or not be specific about what your paragraph topics are.  Being 
general is easy and fast, but it is not the best way to write your thesis. 
 

 Conclusion that states what thesis should have: If the final paragraph states your reasons 
for contrasting two ideas, for example, then that information should have been included in your 
thesis statement, not at the end of the paper.  A reader needs to have some sense of direction as 
he or she reads. A thesis at the end of your work indicates that you just discovered your reasons 
for writing; you could have revised your paper so that it included this important information at 
the beginning. 

 
 Thesis isn't followed through in the paper: If your thesis states that you are going to 

discuss ideas such as symbolism and characters  and you never have a single paragraph about 
the ideas, then the thesis is inappropriate. You didn't plan your paper so that you knew what you 
were going to discuss. Worse yet, you didn't read over your introduction to check that you 
followed through with the ideas you initially presented. 

 
 Several paragraphs with nearly identical topic sentences or whole sections of your 

body paragraphs that are repetitive: You don't know where your paper is going and you 
didn't read your work.  Good writing is planned out, not written down as it is thought out 
without looking to see how the ideas flow. 

 
 Last page or more is incoherent and sloppy: In such cases there will be a big difference in 

language and sentence structure at the end of your work. The end is not on the same level with 
the paper's beginning.  It is clear that you were getting tired and just trying to get through the 
paper.  This is lack of planning and time-management.   Reading your work aloud is a good way 
to check for coherence; reading aloud also takes some time and forces you to examine your work 
more closely than you may if you read silently.  Better yet, give yourself more time so the entire 
paper reflects your best work. 

 
 Lack of paragraphing at the end of your paper: You were racing to the end. 

 
 Incomplete argument: If you said you were going to discuss four books and you only got 

around to two of them, you were obviously rushed and didn't plan ahead. 
 

 Agreement problems: Check to make sure that your tenses don't shift from the present to the 
past tense, for example. Try to be consistent. Also be sure that your subjects and verbs agree.  

 
 Numerous spelling errors: If you have a computer with a spell checker, use it! Even if you 

have a spell-checker, have another person read your essay for small errors. You might have 
entered an incorrect spelling in your spell checker! 

 
 Sloppy presentation: Be sure that your paper looks as polished as possible; staple or paper 

clip your work together. Don‟t forget a cover sheet (if required) and have a creative title.  See 
“Essay Format Expectations” below. 
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STYLE DO’S AND DON’TS 
 
Don’t 
 
1. Start sentences with “But” or “And.” 
 
2. Misspell the names of authors, characters, 

or titles. 
 
3. Use 1st or 2nd person pronouns unless 

instructed 
  
4. Use vague words like “good,” “bad,” “thing,” 

“a lot,” “stuff.” 
 
5. Use boring phrases like “This paper is 

about…” or “This essay shows…” or “In this 
paper….” 

 
6. Begin body with direct quotations. 
 
7. Title your essay with the unit title (e.g., 

Science-fiction Unit Essay). 
 
8. Incorrectly signify the title of a literary 

work. 
 
9. Enhance your emphasis by resorting to 

boldface, underlining, or all capital letters. 
 
10. Use contractions (for example, write 

“cannot” not “can‟t”) 
 
11. Confuse two words that sound alike but are 

totally different (**see the next page) 

 
Do 
 
1. Combine sentences correctly. 
 
2. Double check these carefully by using your 

book or the literature. 
 
3. Proofread to eliminate these pronoun- 

references. 
 
4. Practice precise language to more powerfully 

convey your ideas. 
 
5. Strive for more sophisticated writing by 

expanding your expressions. 
 
 
6. Build to your quote in the middle of the 

paragraph. 
 
7. Use a creative and meaningful title. 
 
 
8. Know when to italicize, underline, use  

“   “, or just plain capitalize it. 
 
9. Find more powerful or appropriate words to 

convey your emotion. 
 
10. Write out all words to increase clarity and 

reduce the chance of writing contractions 
incorrectly. 

 

ESSAY FORMAT EXPECTATIONS 
 
For all typed essays, you should follow the format guidelines listed below.  Following these formats not 
only helps your grade, but it also gives your essays a more sophisticated and “finished” appearance. 
 
All essays must follow these requirements: 
 

 Typed or word-processed 

 1-inch margins all the way around 

 Use a standard font (e.g., Times) and a standard size (e.g., 10-12 points) 

 Black ink 

 Always double-space final drafts 
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In addition to the above expectations, be sure to double-check your final paper for the following 
elements: 
 
Element 
 
Title page 
 
 
Numbered pages 
 
 
Documentation 
 
 
Works cited 
 

Comments 
 
All text must be typed.  5 things to include: creative title, your 
name, teacher‟s name, course name, date essay is due. 
 
Very simple, your last name and page number in upper right 
hand corner on every page except the title page. 
 
If you use any outside source, included the literature we read 
in class, you must correctly document it in the essay. 
 
If you document anything in your essay, you must correctly 
cite the source on a works cited page. 

 

 
 

COMMON WORDS OFTEN CONFUSED 
 
 
There/their/they‟re 

 
There refers to a place; Their is a possessive; They‟re is a contraction for 
“they are” and you shouldn‟t be using contractions anyway. 
 

 
Accept/except 

 
Accept means to take or agree; except means to exclude something 
 

 
Two/to/too 

 
Two is a number; to is a preposition; too means “also” or “in addition.” 
 

 
Affect/effect 
 

 
Affect is a verb (to affect something); effect is the result or outcome 

 
Threw/through 

 
Threw means you have tossed something; through is a preposition 
referring to direction or a process 
 

 
Until/‟till 
 

 
Until refers to time; „Till is an informal expression; till means you are 
farming 

 
Begging/beginning 
 

 
Begging is a verb—typically I see this misspelled for “beginning.” 

 
Heros/heroes 

 
Heros is a typical misspelling for “heroes.” 
 

 
Heroine/heroin 
 
Its/It‟s 

 
Heroine is typically used to refer to a female hero; heroin is a narcotic 
 
Its is the possessive form; it‟s is the contraction for it is 
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FORMAL VS. INFORMAL LANGUAGE 
  
Unless instructed otherwise by your teacher, use formal language when writing for class. The difference 
between formal and informal language depends on word choice, grammar, and style. Formal language 
uses proper grammar and style, including spelling. Informal language most often appears in speech, 
electronic communications, and personal or private writing.  
  
Formal language characteristics 

 no slang (“cool”) 

 no cliché (“there‟s more than one way to skin a cat”) 

 no contractions (“there‟s) 

 proper style 

 proper grammar 

 proper spelling 

 full sentences 

 full paragraphs 

 use of the first or third person, as appropriate 
  
Informal language characteristics 

 slang 

 cliché 

 contractions 

 improper style 

 improper grammar 

 creative spelling 

 incomplete sentences 

 incomplete or non-existent paragraphs 

 use of the second person (“you”) 
 

 

TYPES OF PARAGRAPHS 
 

Introductory paragraph—An introductory paragraph typically will have 4 different parts.  Notice 
how the information goes from general to specific in detail.  Start with the general themes your paper 
covers, then get into the specifics of the literature you will use. 
 

1. Creative attention-getter 
2. Introduce the main idea of the paper by identifying the themes or ideas for the paper 
3. If writing about literature or a specific event, give the needed background 
4. Thesis statement (4 elements: 1author‟s name, 2book title, 3paragraph topics, 4“so what” 

idea) 
For example: In 1Shakespeare‟s 2Romeo and Juliet, the 4destructiveness of character flaws is 
shown through 3Juliet‟s impatience, 3Romeo‟s closed-mindedness, and 3Tybalt‟s irrational 
temper. 

 
Concluding Paragraph—In many ways, the conclusion works like the introduction, only it goes in 
reverse.  In the conclusion, you start specific by rewording your thesis and then move to more general 
thematic ideas.  In all, there are 3 parts I expect you to have in your conclusion. 

 
1. Reword your thesis idea. 
2. Summarize key details from each body paragraph. 
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3. Leave the reader with an interesting and related idea to ponder (if you can tie it back to your 
attention-getter, so much the better). 

TYPES OF ESSAYS 

Expository: Literary Analysis 

This is the single most common type of essay you will write this year.  This type of essay not only gives 
you a chance to sharpen your ability to think about the literature, but it also gives you the practice in 
developing a strong sequence of critical thinking you can use throughout high school and college. 

 
Body Paragraphs—In general, each body paragraph will have 7 parts.  Some teachers will 
count transitions between the various parts, but overall notice the general pattern below.  After 
the topic sentence, the pattern moves from general to specific information.   

 
1. Topic sentence                 
2. Discussion section 
3. Specific examples in your own words 
4. Direct quotation 
5. Quotation analysis 
6. Connect back to your “so what” idea from the thesis 
7. Transition sentence to next paragraph           
 
The focal point for this type of paragraph development is in the “discussion” section.  With a 
solid discussion, you have the ideas you need to show in your examples and the direct quotation.  
With a solid discussion, you show the depth of your thinking.  With a solid discussion, you give 
enough information to use later in your quotation analysis.  The discussion does most of the 
work early in your body paragraph.  The quotation analysis does most of the later work. 

Topic sentence—Check to see that your topic sentence makes a direct statement supporting 
the thesis: it should identify the authors or book and how the topic for the paragraph helps build 
the “so what” idea. 

Discussion Section—The discussion section is where you talk about the ideas behind the 
examples that will come later.  Your essays are never only just about the literature; you are 
writing about a larger idea and using the literature as an example.  For example, you would 
never not just write about the plot of To Kill a Mockingbird, but you would write about heroism 
after you have read the novel, and you would use the examples from the book to back up your 
discussion of heroism.  The discussion is a good place to assemble the general ideas that we talk 
about in class.  Here is a breakdown of the rules for the discussion part of the paragraph: 

 Do not refer to specific book details, characters, or events. 

 Expand on the importance of the topic.  

 Show all your thinking and understanding of the topic. 

 Make sure you stay focused on ideas related to the topic that can be supported later by the 
book details later in the paragraph 

Examples—This section of the paragraph is where you begin to show support for the 
discussion by using specific examples from the literature.  Here is a breakdown of the rules for 
the “examples” part of the paragraph: 

 Try to use two different examples from the literature to clearly support the discussion ideas. 

 Explain why your examples fit the discussion ideas. 
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Quotations—Using a direct quotation from the literature is like using fine seasoning in food.  
The direct quotation should be like the climax of the paragraph. Everything leads up to this 
point.  Here are some general rules when putting the direct quotation into your paragraph: 

 Check to see that the quotation supports the discussion 

 Check to see that the quotation has a smooth lead-in (“In this quote…” is not the level of 
sophistication you want) 

 Check to see that you have formatted your quote properly  

 Check to see that you have documented all your quotes.  Example: (Bradbury 100)   (Rand 
134) 

Quotation Analysis—If the discussion section sets up the ideas for the literature to support, 
then the quotation analysis plays just as important a role.  In this section of the paragraph, you 
relate your quote back to the discussion section.  The purpose here is to show how the literature 
and your general ideas fit together.  Do not blast through this part; as a rule of thumb, it should 
be about as long as your discussion.  Here are some reminders: 

 Use specific words, phrases, or details from the quotation 

 Show how these quotation details support specific discussion ideas 
 
Transition—End your paragraph by linking the current topic to the next paragraph topic. 

 

Expository: Research Paper 

 
You can find a full example of a sample research paper here.  Below are a few areas and skills you will 
need to master in order to write an effective research paper. 
 
Paraphrase vs. Summary 
 
When writing a research paper, you will often need to summarize and/or paraphrase information that 
you have researched.  It is important to know the different purposes of summaries and paraphrases as 
well as how to write each.  Note, summarizes and paraphrases need to be properly cited if they contain 
information that requires it. 

Paraphrase 

When you paraphrase you are explaining your source's argument in your own words.  You must 
follow the original line of reason and emphasis of ideas.  When you paraphrase, your goal is to 
communicate the meaning of the original message and, in doing so, to prove that you understand the 
passage well enough to restate it. The paraphrase should give the reader an accurate understanding of 
the author's position on the topic. Your job is to uncover and explain all the facts and arguments 
involved in your subject. Paraphrases are typically the same length as the original, may be slightly 
shorter or longer as needed.  In summary, the paraphrase:  

 Alters the wording of the passage without changing its meaning. 
 Retains the basic logic of the argument. 
 Retains the basic sequence of ideas. 
 And it can even retain the basic the examples used in the passage. 
 May make use of short quoted phrases or specific words from the original source 
 Most importantly, it accurately conveys the author's meaning and opinion. 

 

Summary 

A summary restates in your own words only the author's main ideas, omitting all the examples and 
evidence used in supporting and illustrating those points. The function of a summary is to represent the 

http://www.cusd200.org/235520106142930130/lib/235520106142930130/sample_junior_research_paper.pdf
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focus and emphasis of a relatively large amount of material in an efficient and concise form.  For 
example, when given an article to summarize, consider summarizing the article by using the single most 
important idea from each paragraph.  Include transitions to ensure your summary reads fluidly and 
makes the most sense. 

In both the paraphrase and summary, the author's meaning and opinion are retained. However, in the 
case of the summary, examples and illustrations are omitted. Summaries can be tremendously helpful 
because they can be used to encapsulate everything from a long narrative passage of an essay, to a 
chapter in a book, to an entire book.  

 
Evaluating sources  
 
Not all sources for a research paper are created equal.  With the ease of finding and posting information 
on the Internet, it becomes more important for writers to make sure that they sources they are finding 
online are the best possible for the required information.  Regardless of where a source comes from, 
there are some basic things to keep in mind when deciding the credibility of a source. 
 
Checking for signs of bias 
 

 Does the author or publisher endorse political or religious views that could affect objectivity?  
 Is the author or publisher associated with a special-interest group, such as Greenpeace or the 

National Rifle Association, that might present only one side of an issue?  
 Are alternative views presented and addressed? How fairly does the author treat opposing 

views?  
 Does the author‟s language show signs of bias?  

Assessing an argument 
 What is the author‟s central claim or thesis?  
 How does the author support this claim—with relevant and sufficient evidence or with just a few 

anecdotes or emotional examples?  
 Are statistics consistent with those you encounter in other sources? Have they been used fairly? 

Does the author explain where the statistics come from? (It is possible to “lie” with statistics by 
using them selectively or by omitting mathematical details.)  

 Are any of the author‟s assumptions questionable?  
 Does the author consider opposing arguments and refute them persuasively?  
 Does the author fall prey to any logical fallacies?  

 
Evaluating Web sources  
 
Special consideration must be made for web-based sources.  Almost anyone can put up a web page, but 
that does not mean that the person or the content is credible.  Sources found through databases that 
your school subscribes to are most likely credible because they have been put together by educational 
companies that have already done much of the credibility checking.  However, sources from the web in 
general need more scrutiny.  Below are some things to ask yourself when determining the credibility of 
any web-based source. 
 
Authorship 
 

 Does the Web site or document have an author? You may need to do some clicking and scrolling 
to find the author‟s name. If you have landed directly on an internal page of a site, for example, 
you may need to navigate to the home page or find an “about this site” link to learn the name of 
the author.  
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 If there is an author, can you tell whether he or she is knowledgeable and credible? When the 
author‟s qualifications aren‟t listed on the site itself, look for links to the author‟s home page, 
which may provide evidence of his or her interests and expertise. 

Sponsorship 
 

 Who, if anyone, sponsors the site? The sponsor of a site is often named and described on the 
home page.  

 What does the URL tell you? The domain name extension often indicates the type of group 
hosting the site: commercial (.com), educational (.edu), nonprofit (.org), governmental (.gov), 
military (.mil), or network (.net). URLs may also indicate a country of origin: .uk (United 
Kingdom) or .jp (Japan), for instance.  

Purpose and audience 
 

 Why was the site created: To argue a position? To sell a product? To inform readers?  
 Who is the site‟s intended audience?  

Currency 
 

 How current is the site? Check for the date of publication or the latest update, often located at 
the bottom of the home page or at the beginning or end of an internal page.  

 How current are the site‟s links? If many of the links no longer work, the site may be too dated 
for your purposes.  

 

Persuasive Essays 

 

There are many different ways to approach writing a persuasive essay.  Many of the strategies discussed 
in this section can be used to organize a persuasive essay.  In addition to this, there are some special 
characteristics of persuasive essays that are discussed below. 

The Three Appeals in Argument: All persuasive writing, whether it is for a speech, essay, or article 
uses three different kinds of persuasive appeals.  More sophisticated writing uses multiple examples 
and multiple kinds of appeals.   

Appeal to LOGIC (logos) 

When a writer today employs logos, s/he might draw upon statistics, credible sources, or arguments 
based on reason. Consider this claim in a student paper about heart disease and pork-rind 
consumption: 

The information about the risks of eating pork rinds comes from no fewer than seven scientific 
studies published in respected journals. Each study was reviewed by a panel of readers who did not 
know the authors. The journals receive no outside funding except from their subscribers. Based on 
these factors, one must conclude that unless other studies come forward, pork-rind consumption 
poses health risks. 

Appeal to EMOTION (pathos) 

Pathos-based appeals can play on fears or other emotions.  Just about every more of advertising uses 
emotional appeals (patriotism, materialism, sex-appeal, self-image, etc.).  Emotional appeals can be 
very powerful; however, emotional appeals should also be backed up by logical appeals.  Think of 
emotional appeals as a seasoning on food, not the food itself. 
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From a paper about eating pork rinds: 

When you see someone reaching for the pork rinds in the supermarket, you should slap it out of their 
hands and tell them the terrible story of these crunchy death-bags full of poison. Oh, consider the 
children who will grow up addicted to these vile things, unless we all act now! 

Appeal to the writer‟s REPUTATION or EXPERIANCES (ethos) 

Ethical appeals used when the writer tries to establish a common ground with the audience.  By doing 
this, the writer is using his or her own experiences or credibility to make logical or emotional appeals 
sound stronger.  One must be careful not to mistake any well known person as an authority about any 
topic.  For example, consider Bret Favre doing an ad for Wrangler jeans.  Does a professional football 
player know more about jeans than anyone else?  Probably not, but Wrangler jeans is counting on 
simple fame and name recognition of his celebrity status to sell more jeans.  When a writer claims to be 
an expert on something, look closely at those qualifications. 

Again, another example from the same paper about pork rinds: 

Darleen Diggler of Greasy Bottom, VA, was the first to testify at the Congressional hearing on pork 
rinds. Ms. Diggler, who had suffered four heart attacks, needed assistance getting into the chair 
provided her by the Congressmen. As she testified, "see what a pound of rinds a day will do to you! 
I've been eating them for thirty years! Now it is too late." She broke down, sobbing, at this point. Ms. 
Diggler's testimony was followed by Dr. I.M. Smarte, an award-winning cardiologist from the Medical 
College of Virginia. Dr. Smarte presented evidence from his four decades of practice, and he noted 
the high levels of saturated fat, trans-fat, and cholesterol found in pork rinds and urged Congress to 
pass the legislation outlawing the snack. 

Both Ms. Diggler and Dr. Smarte use ethos to make their claims; Smarte also employs logos (the claims 
about what the rinds contain). Diggler's plea could be seen as employing pathos to sway the lawmakers. 

(Thanks to the University of Richmond Writing Center for the above examples) 

Persuasive Writing and the Type of Audience 

The audience is a very important consideration when writing persuasively.  You have to imagine the 
characteristics of your audience, their biases, their knowledge, and their ability to connect with your 
argument.  Ultimately, in persuasive writing you want your audience to act.  Understanding what type 
of audience you are writing for is an important part of how you make your persuasive appeals. 

“The Nodder”: they are already on your side 
 

 No need to convince 

 Pep-talk 

 Confirm beliefs and action 
 
“The Fence-sitter”: they are undecided 
 

 You must generate interest and important 

 Convince to take a certain side of the issue 
 
“The Antagonist”: they clearly don‟t agree with your position 
 

 Do not expect to change their minds in one speech/paper 

 Only they can change their own minds 
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Uses of Persuasive Appeals Going from the More Supportive Audience to the More 
Antagonistic 

 Pep-talk (reminders of the benefits of your position) 

 Paint a vivid picture -- loaded images or words (emotional) 

 Increase your credibility (research, experience) 

 Logical appeals (deductive, inductive reasoning) 

 Consider the opponent‟s point of view (use to head off points of argument) 

 Establish a common ground of interest 

 Disarming tactics 
 -- humor 

 -- approach subject uncertainly, don’t divulge your true thesis until the end 

 -- personalize the issue 
 

Using Word Choice to Convey Emotion 

The words you choose in any writing, but especially persuasive writing, are very important.  By choosing 
words with an emotional value, you can create emotional appeals to help sway your audience.  In order 
to do this, you need to understand the difference between denotative and connotative language. 

Denotative language is by definition neutral.  It does not have any “spin” to it.  It makes the reader 
think of an object, action, or person but does not give it any value.  Mostly, denotative language is used 
just to give the reader information. 

Connotative language is the vocabulary of feeling.  It does not just give the reader information but also 
suggests how the reader should feel about that information.  

For example, if the writer‟s is opposed to drilling for oil in Alaska, he might describe the Alaskan 
wilderness as “pristine” or “untouched” to invoke ideas that it would be morally wrong to pollute it with 
the waste products that come from drilling and drilling accidents.  In fact, those “accidents” might be 
described as “horrors,” “catastrophes,” or even “heinous acts of greed.” 

Using the chart below, see if you can think of words that put both a positive and negative spin on 
the words in the third column.  Use the same part of speech.  If the neutral word is a noun, think 
of a noun. 

 
POSITIVE NEGATIVE NEUTRAL 
   Odor (n.) 
   Overweight (adj.) 
  Underweight (adj.) 
  Elderly (adj.) 
   Crowd (n.) 
   Supporter (n.) 
  
Below is an example of an actual campaign leaflet that was used to smear another candidate.  
Note the underlined words.  Obviously, the writer of this leaflet did not think the audience 
would know the meaning of these words.  Decide if the underlined words have a negative 
connotation or not.  If they do not, what words are responsible for the negative connotation of 
this smear campaign? 
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Are you aware that Claude Pepper is known all over Washington as a shameless extrovert?  
He is also reliably reported to practice nepotism with his sister-in-law, and he has a sister who 
was once a practicing thespian in Greenwich village.  He has a brother who is a practicing 
homo sapiens, and he went to a college where men and women openly matriculated 
together.  It is an established fact that Mr. Pepper before his marriage practiced celibacy.  
Worse than that, he has admitted to being a lifelong autodidact. 

 
Logical Fallacies 

Despite all intentions, sometimes writers make “mistakes” in their logical thinking.  These mistakes are 
called fallacies, and they represent a flaw logical thinking.  These flaws weaken the overall argument 
and should be avoid.  While there are literally dozens of different kinds of logical fallacies, the most 
common ones and type of flaw each represents are listed below. 

Type of Flaw: Distorting the Question 
 
THE BARE ASSERTION: denying there is an argument -- "that's how it is." 
 
 Four years of English should be required to graduate  just because. 
 
BEGGING THE QUESTION:  assuming in the definition or the premise the very point you are trying to 
prove. 
 

Students should take four years of English because they only need 3 1/2 years now in order to 
graduate.  (But WHY should they take 4 years?) 

 
OVERSIMPLIFICATION:  never use phrases like "It all boils down to..." or "It's a simple question of..." 
 
 It all boils down to how well educated in English we want our students to be. 
 
Type of Flaw: Sabotaging the Argument 
 
RED HERRING:  distracting the reader from the argument by introducing an unrelated topic. 
 

Not only should students need to take 4 years of English to graduate, we also need to make sure 
we push for more involvement in the literary magazine. 

 
APPEAL TO FORCE:  stating  your argument is correct because of an unfounded or implied negative 
consequence 
 
 All students will take 4 years of English for their own good or else. 
 
Type of Flaw: Misusing Evidence 
 
IMPRESSING WITH LARGE NUMBERS:  this is the bandwagon approach.  Either impressing with 
exact figures for which there is no logical connection, or trying to overgeneralize the issue. 
  

 I paid $6,345.32 for this car -- isn't it great! 
 3 out of 4 dentists surveyed said Wrigley's Spearmint gum is best. 
 Eat garbage --- 7 billion flies can't be wrong! 
 65% of half of the Junior class said they supported the idea of a 4 year English graduation 

requirement. 
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IRRELEVENT APPEALS:  Using a name or figurehead for an argument in which he/she is no authority.  
George Foreman may know how to box, but I doubt he's all that educated on the way mufflers work. 
 

The CEO of the Amoco Research Group favors the teachers' push for higher graduation 
requirements. 

 
AD HOMINEM: This flaw in thinking attacks the character of a position or side without considering 
logical arguments.  The attempt is made (sometimes willingly) to point to a defect or irrational 
characteristic than the actual matter being discussed. 
 

It doesn‟t matter what Governor Smith suggests about how to balance the state budget.  All 
politicians are crooks, and Gov Smith is just another politician. Therefore, he‟s a crook too and 
cannot have any good ideas. 

 
APPEAL TO PERSONAL FACTORS:  by switching your view to a person's lifestyle, you ignore the issue 
altogether.  Used in two ways: 1) to undermine a person's character;  2) to shift blame or focus  ("Suzy 
did it too!") 
 

 With all the jocks in the school, we definitely need more English requirements. 
 We need to make our kids take 4 years of English because Wheaton North does it. 

 
APPEAL TO PITY:  nonsensical appeals and exaggerations hoping to tweak some emotion out of your 
audience. 
 

Our seniors need that extra semester of English because they can't even punctuate their own 
names correctly. 

 
Type of Flaw: Drawing Faulty Conclusions  
 
HASTY GENERALIZATION:  basing a conclusion on inadequate evidence.  Jumping to conclusions. 
 

These kids need another semester of English because they are just going to have problems next 
year in college if they don't. 

 
COMPOSITION AND DIVISION:  thinking that because the whole of something is good, then the 
individual parts will be good, and thinking if the individual parts of everything is good then the entire 
object will be good.  There is not necessarily any connection. 
 

Our school had the highest average ACT English score.  (That doesn't mean all the students are 
English wizards) 

 
FALSE CAUSE (post hoc):  just because A comes before B, it doesn't mean A caused B.  A may be one 
cause, or A may be purely coincidental. 
 

Since we required 4 full years of English to graduate, we have had more students staying in 
school instead of dropping out.  Way to go English department! 

  
 
Practice Fallacies: Can you spot the faulty reasoning and identify which fallacy is being 
committed: 
 

1. A successful marriage demands a maturity that no one under twenty-five possesses. 
 

2. Students' persistant complaints about the grading system prove that it is unfair. 
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3. The U.S. got involved in World War II because the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor. 

 

4. People watch television because they are too lazy to talk or read or because they want mindless 
escape from their lives. 

 

5. Working people are slaves to their corporate masters: they have no freedom to do what they 
want, and they can be traded to ther companies. 

 

6. The stories about welfare chislers show that the welfare system supports only shirkers and 
cheats. 

 

7. Mountain climbing is more dangerous that people think: my cousin has fainted three times since 
he climbed Pike's Peak. 

 

8. Racial tension is bound to occur when people with different backgrounds are forced to live side 
by  side.  

 

9. If the U.S. does not apply military assistance to Central and South American countries, we will 
eventually be subjected to Communism. 

 

10. She admits to being an atheist, so how can she be a good philosophy teacher? 
 

Comparison/Contrast Essays 

 
These essays use specific organizational patterns to look for similarities (comparisons) or differences 
(contrasts) between two or more subjects.  How easily and successfully you are in organizing your essay 
will depend almost entirely on how specific you have been in selecting the terms or ideas that 
characterize or define the topics.  The more specific you can be, the easier it will be to explain the 
different sides. 
 
Often, you will need to think of each subject in terms of common categories or parts.  
Comparison/contrasts essays are built on organization, and you must compare (or contrast) like 
categories.   
 
For example, if you were going to compare Jersey Mike‟s to Subway, you would not talk about price, 
sandwich options, and taste for one side and then talk about price, location, and restaurant cleanliness 
for the other.  You would need to build your essay on the same categories for each. 
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Patterns of Organization 
 
There are basically two different ways to organize a compare/contrast essay.  While more complex 
essays may use both patterns, it is advisable to begin thinking about your essay in terms of using one 
pattern or the other. 
 
Block Pattern: In this pattern, you discuss all the categories for one side of the topic and then discuss 
those same categories for the other side.  The categories are used in the same order each time. 
 
 

What it looks like 

 

Jersey Mike’s prices 

Jersey Mike’s taste 

Jersey Mike’s sandwich options 

 

Subway prices 

Subway taste 

Subway sandwich options 

 

Strengths 

 

Keeps all of the information 

about each side together and 

allows you to give a holistic 

view.   

 

Emphasis is put on the individual 

restaurants 

Weaknesses 

 

May end up writing 2 separate 

mini-essays if you are not careful 

to return to the overall idea you 

are trying to prove. 

 

Much easier to get “out of 

sequence” with your points of 

comparison 

 
Point-by-point Pattern.  In this pattern, you discuss each category one at a time.  When you do this, you 
discuss both sides of the topic for that category.  Then you move on to the next category and cover both 
sides again.  In this pattern, it is very important to use transitions when going from one side to the 
other.  Also, talk about all of the details for one side of the topic in that category before switching over to 
the other side. 
 

What it looks like 

 

Prices 

 Jersey Mike’s 

 Subway  

Taste 

 Jersey Mike’s 

 Subway  

Sandwich options 

 Jersey Mike’s 

 Subway  

 

Strengths 

 

Emphasis put on the different 

characteristics of each restaurant 

and allows a closer view of each 

characteristic. 

 

The comparison/contrast for each 

point is more immediate and 

conclusions can be drawn as the 

writer builds his/her argument 

 

 

Weaknesses 

 

You can get very choppy in a 

hurry because you are going 

back-and-forth between different 

points. 

 

Use of transitions and careful 

wording in the comparisons is a 

must 

Reminders for All Comparison/Contrast Essays 
 
Don’t forget to always include a brief summary of differences (if you paper is a comparison) or a brief summary 

of the similarities (if your paper is contrast) int he beginning of the essay.  The appropriate summary can be taken 

care of in the introduction or as a first body paragraph.  The point is to show your reader that you are choosing to 

emphasize one side or the other for a reason. 

 

Always talk about your points in the same order in each part of the paper.   If you choose the block format, talk 

about the points in the same order for each side.  If you choose the point-by-point format, then make sure you 

keep the sides in the same order for each point of comparison. 

 

Transitions are very important since this is a very complex comparison.  Keep reminding your reader what you 

are doing, what your so what idea is, and what you are trying to prove.  Do not leave it up to the very end, nor 

should you simply mention topics briefly without returning to them throughout your section/paragraph. 
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Cause/Effect Essays 

 
Cause/Effect essays generally serve two main purposes.  First, they can be used to explain why 
something happened (analyze the causes), or they can be used to explain the consequences of a certain 
action (analyze the effects).  These essays can be used to inform the reader of this connection, or they 
can be used as part of a persuasive argument.   
 
Format:    1 of 2 basic choices 
 
    effect  begin with a cause and write to  
cause ------------>   effect  explain multiple effects (consequences) 
    effect  of that cause 
               
 
cause      begin with an multiple causes, write to 
cause ------------>  effect  understand the effect that result from 
cause      several causes 

 
 
Rules to Follow 
 
1) state your claim clearly 
2) show the connection  (between the effects and causes) very important 
3) present evidence (experience, research, observation, etc.) 

 Remember your purpose. Decide if your are writing to inform or persuade  

 Focus on immediate and direct causes (or effects.) Limit yourself to causes that are close in 

time and related, as opposed to remote and indirect causes, which occur later and are related 

indirectly. 

 Strengthen your essay by using supporting evidence. Define terms, offer facts and statistics, 

or provide examples, anecdotes, or personal observations that support your ideas. 
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Mistakes to Avoid 
 
1) oversimplifying the issue (over generalization is weak) 
2) making hasty or naive connections 
3) making extreme claims  
4) basing connections of remote causes 
5) mistaking coincidence or simple sequence for cause-effect 
 

Response Essays 

Reaction or response papers are usually requested by teachers so that you'll consider carefully what you 

think or feel about something you've read. The following guidelines are intended to be used for reacting 

to a reading although they could easily be used for reactions to films too. Read whatever you've been 

asked to respond to, and while reading, think about the following questions.  

 How do you feel about what you are reading?  

 What do you agree or disagree with?  

 Can you identify with the situation?  

 What would be the best way to evaluate the story? 

Prewriting for Your Reaction Paper 

 Read the article and jot down ideas.  
 

 How do you feel about what was said? What does the text have to do with you, 
personally, and with your life (past, present or future)?  It is not acceptable to write that the 
text has NOTHING to do with you, since just about everything humans can write has to do in 
some way with every other human.  

 
 Do you agree or disagree with the author? How much does the text agree or clash with 

your view of the world, and what you consider right and wrong? Use several quotes as 
examples of how it agrees with and supports what you think about the world, about right and 
wrong, and about what you think it is to be human.   Use quotes and examples to discuss how 
the text disagrees with what you think about the world and about right and wrong.  
 

 How did you learn, and how much were your views and opinions challenged or 
changed by this text, if at all?  Did the text communicate with you? Why or why not?  Give 
examples of how your views might have changed or been strengthened (or perhaps, of why the 
text failed to convince you, the way it is). Please do not write "I agree with everything the author 
wrote," since everybody disagrees about something, even if it is a tiny point. Use quotes to 
illustrate your points of challenge, or where you were persuaded, or where it left you cold.  

 
 How well does it address things that you, personally, care about and consider 

important to the world? How does it address things that are important to your family, your 
community, your ethnic group, to people of your economic or social class or background, or your 
faith tradition?  If not, who does or did the text serve? Did it pass the "Who cares?" test?  Use 
quotes to illustrate 

 
 Have you had any applicable experience?  

 
 Have you read or heard anything that applies to this what the writer said in the article or book?  
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 Does the evidence in the article support the statements the writer made? 
 

After you answer the above questions, consider finishing the comments below as a way to write a rough 
outline of your response paper.   

 

My Reaction to What I Just Read Is That . . .  
I think that… 
I see that… 
I feel that…  
It seems that… 
In my opinion,… 
Because…  
A good quote is…  
In addition,…  
For example,…  
Moreover,…  
However,…  
Consequently,…  
Finally,…  
In conclusion, 

Organizing Your Reaction Paper 

A reaction/response paper has an introduction, a body, and a conclusion.  
 The introduction should contain all the basic information in one or two paragraphs.   

Introductions for response essays may vary somewhat from the introductions written for other 
analytical essays.  Response essay introductions should have the following information: 

o Start by giving the title, author, and publication (if applicable)  of what you are 
responding. 

o The middle of your introduction should give a brief summary of the overall source or 
article.  Try to do this in 3-4 sentences 

o The last sentence should be your thesis.  It needs to state the specific part of the overall 
article or source to which you are responding (the intention, a specific point within it, 
certain examples the author used, etc.) and the focus of your response (will you agree, 
disagree, identify, evaluate, compare, contrast, etc.) 
 

 The body should contain paragraphs that provide support for your thesis. Each paragraph 
should contain one idea. Topic sentences should support the thesis, and the final sentence of 
each paragraph should lead into the next paragraph.  
 

 Structure the body of your paper so you can respond to one or more specific ideas or examples 
that the author gives.  Begin with 1 or more paragraphs that summarize the author‟s intent with 
insightful, supporting examples.  After you have summarized the author‟s position, write one or 
more paragraphs where you respond to specifics within the author‟s intent, supported by your 
own critical thinking and examples from the text or others.  Your response can take one or more 
of the following approaches: 

o You agree or disagree with the author 
o You can compare or contrast the author‟s point to an outside source 
o You can debate the validity of the author‟s opinion or even offer a different solution 
o You can expand the author‟s point to include other possibilities or ideas that might not 

be as readily apparent 
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 Organizing  

o Write the thesis statement first.  
o Decide on the key points that will focus your ideas. These will be your topic sentences.  
o Develop your ideas by adding examples, quotations, and details to your paragraphs.  
o Make sure the last sentence of each paragraph leads into the next paragraph.  
o Check your thesis and make sure the topic sentence of each paragraph supports it. 

 
 The conclusion can be a restatement of what you said in your paper. It also be a comment which 

focuses your overall reaction. Finally, it can be a prediction of the effects of what you're reacting 
to. Note: your conclusion should include no new information.  

 

 

Definition Essays 

 
You typically write a definition essay to meet one or more of the following goals. 
 
•  To point out the special nature of something 
•  To explain the details of something 
•  To inform 
•  To set a standard for future judgment or comparison 
•  To persuade the reader to accept an idea 
 
 
4 Ways to Define a Topic 
 
Defining what something IS 
 
•  give examples (to provide a clearer picture) 
 
•  analyze qualities (break the larger idea down 
into less complex parts) 
 
•  describe characteristics attributed to your topic 
(several attributes that collectively define your 
topic) 
 

Defining what something IS NOT  
(Defining Negatively) 
 
•  exclusion through 
examples/qualities/attributes/comparisons 
 

 
Defining what something DOES 
 
•  function of topic, its purpose 
 
•  end result or conclusion 
 

 
Defining what something IS LIKE (similar 
to) 
 
•  analogies (comparisons) 
 

 
These four approaches make up the heart of any definition argument.  Often, an extended definition will 
use more than one approach in a single essay.  You may also notice that other strategies mentioned in 
this handbook will help you create a definition essay.  For example, defining something by what it is or 
what it is not can be structured as a comparison/contrast essay.  Similarly, using the definition 
approaches here may help  you write the summary or reaction part of a response essay. 
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Another consideration to take into effect is how many characteristics of your topic you will need to 
define.  The chart below summarizes two common approaches. 
 
 
Defining by Attributes 
 
Looking at the whole picture  
emphasizing the number of different 
characteristics 
 

 
Defining by Analysis 
 
Digging deeper 
selecting a limited number of characteristics and 
going into greater depth 

 
Sometimes it is better to include many different characteristics, but other times you will want to base 
your definition on one or two critical characteristics.  The list below may help you decide how to 
approached the option of your choice. 

Definition Strategies 

Synonym: Provide a roughly equivalent word or phrase (e.g. "altruism or self-sacrifice").  

Genus/Difference: Name the genus or category the concept belongs in, selecting a category your 
audience will recognize (e.g. "A mongoose is a small mammal!"). Then choose the striking 
characteristics that make your term different from others in that Category. (e.g. "A mongoose attacks 
and eats venomous snakes."). This distinguishing can use any mode of development in this entire list, 
depending on the word.  

Analysis: If you want to make your readers aware of important distinctions or partitions under a single 
term, divide the concept into parts, each with an appropriate label. (e.g. there are two forms of DNA 
coiling, right-handed and left-handed.) 

Classification: If your term represents a category with many members, you can classify or sort out those 
diverse members into subcategories as an early step in definition. (e.g. "there are three types of 
progressive rock: gothic, industrial and technorave") (in writing, analysis and classification produce a 
similar portioning of the whole. The author switches to defining the parts which can then be compared 
with each another, etc.)  

Process: If your term stands for a method or procedure, tell how it is done. You might even detail the 
steps chronologically. (e.g."Decoupage is the technique of decorating a surface with cutouts")  

Description: If the term you are defining stands for something tangible, select the details (sounds, 
sights, smells, etc.) that make if recognizable. (e.g. "An Erlenmeyer flask is shaped like a cone with a 
broad base and a narrow neck.").  (Examples): Select members/specific instances of the group 
represented by your term. These examples can also be expanded by other modes like description or 
comparison. (e.g. "An idiom is an expression that cannot be understood from the meanings of the 
individual works, like „hail mary‟ and „throw in the towel.‟")  

Etymology: Take the word itself apart to show how it was formed from its roots or combined from other 
words of borrowed completely from another language. (e.g. "The word lederhosen comes from two 
German word, leder meaning leather and hosen meaning pants.")  

Genealogy/History: Trace the origin of the concept and its development over time. If your purpose is to 
cover the many meanings of a single word, this method invites you to show branching or shifting 
meanings over time. (e.g. "The word bureau which now means an office or agency or a dresser or chest 
of drawers, once referred to the woolen cloth that was sometimes used to cover a desk. Imagine the 
„Federal Woolen Cloth of Investigation‟")  
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Contrast with close terms: Use this tactic if your word is frequently confused with other terms that 
seem to have the same meaning. Trace the subtle differences between your word and the other or others 
that might be mistaken for synonyms. (e.g. "Frugality is not quite the same as parsimony, thought the 
two are sometimes confused.")  

Metaphor: Select a surprising category that your term does not actually belong in but which yet 
epitomizes or clarifies it. Though all tactics of definition suggest values, this tactic is often used to 
express an attitude or judgment like contempt or admiration. (e.g. "Top 40 music is bubblegum for the 
ears.")  

Operation: Describe a test or action or rule of thumb by which something qualifies as part of your 
concept. If something passes this test or results from this action, it gets called by your term. (e.g. 
"Everything in this garden plot does not have a dark green, serrated leaf is a weed.")  

Circumstances of Use or Social Context: Describe the kind of situation or circumstances, or perhaps 
even the social setting, in which it would be appropriate to use your word. Or, by contrast, describe 
some of the circumstances in which it would not be appropriate to use it. You can describe hypothetical 
situations, appropriate or inappropriate, or you can cite actual instances of the word‟s use. (e.g. 
"Striking union members call anyone who works for the company they are boycotting a scab, or "In 
legal proceedings and courts, the person who brings a suit against another is called the plaintiff. 


