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Essay Writing:  Reminders About Basic Expectations

The success of an interpretive thesis essay relies on four elements:

1. The thesis statement:  The thesis statement is the controlling element of your paper.  If an argument you raise has nothing to do with your thesis statement, then it doesn’t belong in your paper.  A thesis statement is the LAST sentence of your opening paragraph.  While it is a general rule of thumb that you do not refer to specific characters in a thesis statement, there are exceptions: if a paper, for instance, is focused on a single character from a single work of literature, it is acceptable to use that character in your thesis.  Titles of works may also appear in a thesis, but again, only if the scope of the paper is that narrow.  Regardless, a good thesis statement is one that is concrete, clear, and narrows the scope of your inquiry in an effective way.  It may also be to your advantage to develop a thesis statement that establishes the structure of the argument to come, such as if you were arguing that symbol could be interpreted in two or three different ways or if there were several distinct ways that one work of literature could be compared to another. 

2. Topic sentences:  Besides the thesis statement, nothing can sink a paper faster than poor topic sentences.  Consider a topic sentence to be the thesis statement for its paragraph; it possesses the same controlling power that the thesis does.  A topic sentence must clearly connect to the thesis statement, often through the use of similar or the same language.  I encourage you to make these simple and straightforward.  No body paragraph should exist in your paper without a clear topic sentence.

3. Organization:  As a rule of thumb, if I can read your paper all the way through without stopping, you are on your way to a solid grade.  The reason I will not have to stop is because it is absolutely clear to me how each paragraph fits with each other paragraph.  In other words, you must transition clearly between paragraphs.  Make use of transition words and phrases like:  also, on the other hand, at the same time, therefore, another way/reason, first, secondly, thirdly, etc..  Remember that it is the job of the topic sentence to make the transition, not the job of the last sentence of the previous paragraph.

Equally important are the transitions between sentences.  This is something students often ignore, at their peril.  Consider each paragraph to be a circuit.  In order for the current to flow from the beginning to the end, each sentence has to fit together with the previous sentence.

4. Quotes:  The standard rule for this class will be that each body paragraph must contain two quotes.  No body paragraph should be without quotes!!!  The first quote should be your main quote, the one around which you are building your paragraph.  Your second quote should be your auxiliary or supporting quote.  It backs up your first quote and shows the reader that you just didn’t happen to stumble upon one good piece of text.  Also, all quotes need to be led into.  In other words, you need to explain to the reader why you are using this quote, what kind of idea it is supporting.   Finally, once a quote is given, it needs to be elaborated upon.  Here is an example (assume this is the beginning of a body paragraph taken from a paper on Poe’s “The Raven”):

One possible symbolic meaning of the bird in Poe’s poem is that it is allied with mental versus spiritual powers.  Note, for instance, the raven’s immediate association with Athena, the Greek goddess of wisdom:  “In there stepped a stately raven of the saintly days of yore…Perched upon a bust of Pallas, just above my chamber door” (297).  This may even be an allusion to the fact that Athena herself, according to Greek myth, sprung fully formed from the head of her father, Zeus, thus literalizing her metaphoric connection to wisdom.

A couple important points—note, for instance, how the quote is connected to the previous sentence through the use of the colon.  No quote should appear in your paper without being attached to one of your own sentences.  Also, a body paragraph never begins with a quote nor does a quote ever come off of a topic sentence.

Finally, a quote is only a quote if you are using it as evidence in your argument.  

