ADVICE ON WRITING ESSAYS
(Or, How to Write a Paper without Really Pissing Me Off)

TEN GENERAL SUGGESTIONS

1. Have a thesis. Any paper you write should have a central point, idea, or concept that you wish to discuss. It should be clearly stated, interesting, and central to the topic at hand.

2. Address your thesis. Your paper should focus on the thesis you have chosen. Avoid wandering down other paths or addressing peripheral matters. You have only a limited amount of space—devote it to the most important matters.

3. Develop your thesis. Your paper should do more than merely state your thesis, it should defend and explore it with evidence, analysis, or both.

4. Write a strong opening. The opening paragraph is the proverbial first impression. Your introduction should present the topic in a way that engages the readers' attention and explains why the topic is significant. Moreover, it should succinctly outline the whole of your argument before you present the individual points supporting it; if done well, this will make it easier for your readers to understand what you have to say in the text of the essay. A strong, interesting, well written introduction can catch your readers' attention and make them look forward to reading the text. A weak, dull, poorly written introduction does just the opposite.

5. End big. Your concluding paragraph(s) is(are) important, too. In many cases the ending provides the opportunity to discuss the implications of your thesis. What are the broader implications of your analysis? What other topics/questions might still need to be addressed?

6. Start early. Writing takes more time and effort than it does inspiration. Papers written at the last minute usually look like it. Give yourself time to proofread, re-consider, and learn.

7. Begin with an outline. Before writing the first word of your paper, layout a road map of where you want to go. In outline form, sketch your thesis, your supporting arguments/evidence, and your conclusions. This will help keep you focused and will force you to clarify muddled thinking before you're halfway into the project.

8. Writing is revision. The first draft of an essay is rarely the best. After you have written a draft, put it aside for a while. After a few hours - or days, if you have the time - reread it with an eye toward editing it. Could the thesis be clarified? Does the piece flow nicely? Are there errors in terms of spelling, grammar, syntax, or fact? Has anything important been left out? Could anything trivial be left out? Clear, crisp, convincing essays often require several drafts. Remember, writing is really about thinking ... and your thoughts should evolve as you think more about a topic.

9. Writing is poetry. Be sensitive to the natural cadence and flow of the English language. Much of what poor writers put on paper is not so much "wrong" as it is "awkward". Develop an ear for the natural rhythm of the language and write with this rhythm in mind. Sometimes it helps to read your drafts out loud to get a sense for what sounds right. 

10. Writing begins with reading. The best teachers of writing are good writers. Read widely in literature and other fields; search out good literary stylists and learn from them. After reading writers like Michael Ondaatje, Mark Twain, Abraham Lincoln, Ernest Hemingway, Julian Barnes, John Updike, James Salter, or John Kenneth Galbraith, consider how they go about their craft. How do they structure their writing? How do they achieve force and clarity? What makes them great writers? You should also invest in a good, basic grammar text and style manual. Among others, I would suggest the AP Stylebook, William Zinsser's On Writing Well, Strunk and White's classic The Elements of Style, and the Chicago Manual of Style. (N.B. You can find The Elements of Style on-line at http://www.bartleby.com.)

TEN MORE SPECIFIC SUGGESTIONS

1. Let nouns and verbs do the work. Avoid flowery prose that relies on extensive use of adjectives, adverbs, and other modifiers. Simple writing is powerful writing.

2. Write in the active voice, not the passive. The passive voice (e.g., "in order to have a more perfect union formed") is weak, wordy, and convoluted. The active voice (e.g., "in order to form a more perfect union") is stronger and more direct.

3. Be mindful of consistency and agreement. If your antecedent noun is singular, the subsequent pronouns and verbs must be singular. If you begin in the present tense, you should end in the present tense.

4. Omit unnecessary words and letters. "First" is preferable to "First of all" or "Firstly".

5. Variety is the spice of essays. Vary the lengths of words, sentences, and paragraphs to avoid becoming mechanistic and monotonous in your style.

6. Avoid trendy expressions and imprecise language. Examples of the first category include:

"policywise", "prioritize", "diss", and frequent use of exclamation marks. Examples of the latter include using "feel" when you mean "think" and using "but" (which cancels the previous thought) when you mean "yet" (which merely modifies what comes before).

7. Avoid both sexist language and awkward constructions to alleviate the problem. One way of doing this is to use plural constructions, replacing "a politician will vote as he sees fit..." with "politicians will vote as they see fit..."

8. Use quoted materials accurately and sparingly. If you quote from someone else's work, make sure you do so precisely. Especially in short essays, such passages should be kept to a bare minimum. Be sure that the quotation is relevant to your argument and that you could not make the same point, in fewer words, by paraphrasing instead of quoting. Material that is quoted or paraphrased from another source MUST be acknowledged and credit MUST be given to the original source.

9. Use standard margins—usually 1 inch on all sides. Very large margins do not fool people into believing the essay is longer than it actually is; very small margins leave little room for my red ink.

10. When in doubt, look it up. If you don't know how to spell a word, find a dictionary. If you're not sure whether you're using a synonym correctly, find a thesaurus. If you're confused about whether "each" takes a singular or a plural pronoun, find a grammar text.

GOOCH'S PET PEEVES

1. "Hopefully" is an adverb, not an adjective. It means "in a hopeful manner", not "I hope". If you cannot use it correctly, forget you ever heard this word.

2. Use noun forms as nouns, verb forms as verbs. "Quote" is a verb, "quotation" is a noun (i.e., you quote a quotation); "lend" is a verb while "loan" is a noun.

3. You must write in complete, discrete sentences. Incomplete thoughts (such as "Although bargaining advantages fluctuate with changing circumstances. ") are not complete sentences. Run-on sentences that mush together several complete statements are not discrete sentences.

4. Use personal pronouns when referring to people. Proper: "The man who won the award is from Springfield." Improper: "The man that won the award is from Springfield."

5. My personal favorite: that and which. "That" should be used to introduce essential clauses that do not refer to people. (Remember, essential clauses include information that is essential to the meaning of the sentence. They are not normally set off by commas.) "Which" should be used to introduce non-essential clauses that do not refer to people. (Non-essential clauses contain extra information that is not vital to the meaning of the sentence. They are normally set off by commas.) Proper: "The University of Mississippi, which is located in bucolic Oxford, is run by pinheads." Improper: "I think there are three fundamental motivations which govern the chancellor's ill-advised decisions."

6. "It's" = "it is". "It's" is NOT the correct possessive form of it; "its" is. Got it?

7. Avoid splitting infinitives and - more generally - putting other words between the subject and the verb. Such constructions are usually awkward and sometimes misleading. Improper: "I have failed to fully understand this argument." Proper: "I have failed to understand this argument fully."

8. Do not capitalize every noun. This is not German, it is English. Words such as "government", "nation", "state", etc. are not usually capitalized. The same is true for titles: president, senator, governor, etc. should not be capitalized unless they are used immediately prior to someone's proper name.  Improper: "The President is the Chief Executive of the Government of this Nation." Proper: "President Bush is the current chief executive; Bill Clinton is no longer president, but he is still a skirt chaser." On the other hand, most institutions are capitalized: Congress, Senate, Supreme Court, etc.

9. Make sure that all pronouns have clearly identified antecedent nouns. If the antecedent is unclear, use a noun, not a pronoun.

10. Beware of words that have similar spellings, but different meanings: affect/effect, lose/loose, lie/lay, insure/ensure, than/then. Similarly, beware of words that have similar but distinct meanings. For example "fewer" and "less" do not mean the same thing! "Fewer" should be used to describe items that are discrete and distinct (e.g., "fewer freshmen", "fewer teachers"). "Less" should be used to describe items that occur only in undifferentiated masses (e.g., "less air", "less activity"). The past tense of "lead" is "led" ... not "lead". When "lead" is pronounced like "led", the word refers to a metal (Pb).

