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Introduction to this Guide 
 
To our students, 
 
As your teachers and readers, we watched you become more reflective and confident writers. We noticed your 
different writing processes and habits and how they are reflected in your writing. We learned what drives you to write 
as well as what fears might hold you back. We learned your strengths as well as your struggles. Finally, we watched 
many of you succeed in achieving your personal writing goals. It is safe to say that we are confident in sending you off 
to the next phase of your lives.  
 
In college and in your chosen career path, you will need to know how to write well. The goal of senior essay writing is 
to help you explore different writing styles to help you find your voice. The purpose of that goal is to help you 
smoothly transition from high school writing to college writing. College writing is fundamentally analytical, and as long 
as you have a strong hold on your voice and style, you will not only be prepared for any kind of writing college throws 
at you, but you will become a better conversationalist, and a more well-rounded adult. That being said, we want to 
make sure you understand what college writing is all about.  
 
College writing will open your eyes to many new writing styles, risks, and ideas. After one semester at U of M, I 
(Nafso) had a slight idea of what was expected at the college level compared to the high school level. I was still stuck 
in the middle between high school and college, but I had to reflect on what was required for me in college if I wanted 
to succeed. College writing seemed to require more analysis and more data. In a text called, “Inventing the 
University,” David Bartholomae uses the word “commonplace” to refer to a cliché and unoriginal writing. Students who 
draw from the “commonplace” do not have a strong voice in their writing. It is full of “might have’s” and “could be’s”. I 
found that college writing calls for more original ideas where readers discover a new way of thinking rather than 
common ones that readers most likely know already. Most assignments at the university level require you to think, 
reflect, and analyze using facts, evidence, and logic. College writing, done with critical thought and genuine care for 
the topic, can produce many more exceptional writers than standard writers. In high school, I always thought that 
problems with my paper were attributed to the fact that I could not transfer my thoughts exactly onto my paper; 
however, college writing is not about you successfully transferring your exact thoughts onto paper; it is about 
developing ideas AS you write. Because college writing is more of a process. Professors suggest that students spend 
more time thinking, developing, conversing, drafting, revising, proofreading, sharing, and re-writing. The longer 
process of university level writing is something you will discover is vital for exceptional writing. 
 
Not only do we want you to understand the expectations of college writing, but we also want to make sure you do not 
forget what you learned during senior essay writing. We want to make sure you have something that you can always 
refer back to when you need guidance; therefore, we developed this guide for you to take with you to the next phase 
of your life. This guide is a tool to help you in any aspect of writing, from pre-writing to publishing and everything in 
between. It is a compilation of advice (divided by category) from your own peers who took essay writing, high school 
teachers, undergraduate and graduate students, and college professors proficient in writing. We hope that you will 
refer to it at any step of the writing process to help you learn and grow as a writer. 
 
Writing is one of the most empowering skills you will ever learn. Writing is a conversation that allows you to think 
before you speak. It is a skill that improves with practice. Writing is your legacy. Never take for granted the power that 
writing has…the ability to change minds, the ability to make people feel empathy, the discovery of identity, and the 
development of thought. If you remember that, and these tips, we guarantee that you will not only succeed in writing, 
but you will develop a fervent passion for it. 
 
We hope you enjoy this useful tool and we wish you the best of luck in your future. Be confident in your voice and 
remember that the sooner you identify yourself as a writer, the closer you are to having success as one. 
 
- Ms. Dodge and Ms. Nafso 
 
P.S. The table of contents is interactive…so if you click on a page number, it will take you right to it in the document. 
This makes it more of a tool you can use when you need advice on just a certain part of the process. 
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A Word About College Writing From College 
Professors Themselves 
 
Gina Brandolino: I am right now revising my freshman writing course for the fall, so I'm in the right frame of mind. Four 
things come to mind; use/edit/leave behind as you see fit (and if any of your students are headed to U of M, tell them to 
look me up in Writing Workshop at the Sweetland Writing Center --they are kind of (woah!) my academic grandchildren!) 
 

1. This is something one of my own teachers--one of the ones who taught me how to teach freshman writing--said 
all the time: Don't hide the football! This is mostly something I say to my students when I want them to be sure to 
get their thesis out front and articulated clearly. The purpose of much (not all) academic writing is, in large part, for 
students to convey they understand something. Nothing does this as efficiently as a clear and obvious thesis, and 
nothing hides what a student knows as efficiently as a buried or muddled thesis.  
2.  Balance organization and inventiveness. I am a stickler for organization--this goes along with "don't hide the 
football." If the person grading your essay can't follow it, can she get out of it anything you want her to see that you 
know?  On the other hand, though, you don't want a paper to have a boring, plodding, predictable 5-paragraph 
structure--so look for ways to be organized and inventive that help convey, not conceal or deaden, your point. 
3.  FOR HEAVEN'S SAKE, HAVE A TITLE.  First thing anyone reads; best place to get attention and make a 
connection. 
4. Probably most importantly, find and use the writing support available to you!  So, so often, students turn up in the 
Peer Tutoring Center or Writing Workshop their senior year and are like, "WOW, why didn't I come here sooner?" 
 Some students are shy or afraid; others think they are above the help.  But writing tutors and teachers are often the 
FRIENDLIEST people on campus, and there is not a writer anywhere who would not benefit from another pair of 
eyes.  

 
Anne Curzan: Here are a few general thoughts about ways to approach writing in college: 
 
- Try to start with good questions as opposed to arguments. If you already know your thesis before you even start thinking 
through the issue(s) of the essay, then it probably isn't a very complex argument. You should try to use essays to write your 
way to answers--in other words, use the writing to help you figure out what you think. 
- Related to the first, try to find ways to write about things you care about and want to figure out. Almost all assignments 
have enough flexibility in them to allow you to find a topic in which you have some personal investment. You will write much 
better essays if you care about what you're writing about and want to explain it to someone else/persuade someone else, 
etc. 
- Also related to the first, plan on multiple drafts and revision (this means starting early). If you're going to use the essay to 
figure out what you think, the first draft will be, well, drafty. With a productive first draft, by the end we will have written our 
way to our argument (it "falls out" at the end of the draft). Then with the next draft, we need to take that argument and 
structure the whole essay around it, which often means getting rid of some of the early stuff in the first draft. 
- Have others read your work and give you feedback. 
- Draft and revise single spaced. Print out drafts and write on them and then type those revisions back into the document. 
- As you read and write, try to see yourself as entering into an academic conversation with these other writers. 
- Read like a writer: that is, when you read, observe the rhetorical strategies that other writers are using. Then feel free to 
adopt or adapt some of those strategies. For example, if you like the way an essay begins (say, with a quote or an 
anecdote), you should try that in your next essay. If you read a great sentence, pause and consider what you like about it. 
Then try to create a similarly great sentence in your own writing. Another way to think about this is to look for models for 
your own writing as you read. 
 
Lila Naydan: I wish I’d known that arguing didn’t mean the same thing as fighting :-P I also wish I’d known that to write 
well meant much more than to write correctly. And I wish I’d understood that I had real ethos in a lot of things! Those are 
the things I should have been writing about. J 
 
Kelley Allen: Learning to develop control over the written word is much like learning to develop significant control over 
your academic lives. College courses will demystify writing for you; They will show you how important it is to find arguments 
that matter to you and your audience; how mastering semi-colons and parallel constructions can help clarify meaning; how 
pre-writing techniques, such as brainstorming, are crucial to successful papers, and why revision is a continuing process. 
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Undergraduate Students and Graduate Students 
Speak Out About Expectations of College Writing 
 
Ally Stegman: I found it very difficult to focus on writing large essays in college. My tip to these seniors is simply: Create a 
writing routine. I have always struggled with writing, as well as focusing, so having a routine with lots of pre-writing 
strategies helps make the actual writing part of the essay the easiest part (even though I personally find it to be the scariest 
part). Personally, I have written almost every essay in my college career in the following way: 
 

1) Gather ALL necessary supplies for an entire night of writing (food, drinks, computer, headphones, writing 
supplies, all necessary books, etc.)  
2) Find an absolutely quiet room, free from all distractions (for me at U of M, the Law Library or in the stacks at the 
Grad Library, somewhere that no one will find me and no one can talk to me) 
3) Turn on playlist of lyric-free soothing music (for me, I only listen to Do Make Say Think or The Album Leaf - both 
instrumental indie bands)  
4) Write the main idea of essay in 3-4 sentences 
5) Gather all necessary references for main idea - search all books, essays, etc. and sticky note every possible piece 
of evidence with a brief explanation on sticky 
6) Pre-write entire essay in outline form with references for all ideas  
7) Sit down and write  
8) Edit and revise 

 
Kara Makara: The biggest writing tip that I have is: writing is NOT a destination; it is a journey! So many students think 
there is either a good paper or a bad paper, and they are outcome focused rather than process focused. However, any paper 
can be improved, even papers by the best authors out there. The idea is to start with something, get your words down, and 
then spend the majority of the time revising it. I wrote a paper my first year of graduate school when I was also very 
"outcome" focused and I thought okay I wrote this and this is good, I'm done. My advisor looked at it and then made me 
revise it.... SEVENTEEN times. We actually went back and forth each time and he would find more things I could improve. I 
thought you have got to be kidding me!! However, each time it got better, and I probably spent 90% of my time revising 
and 10% of my time actually writing the first draft. In the end, the paper ended up winning a best graduate student paper 
award. The process was painful but looking back I learned an extremely valuable lesson about the importance of treating 
writing as a work in process, you are never done, you just keep revising and revising and eventually turn it in when you have 
deadlines, but realize that every paper can be improved.  
 
Tamarie Macon: I learned (and am learning) that writing can be so difficult because there are many aspects involved: 
content, accuracy, grammar, syntax, diction, style. Also, I don't have to begin writing at the beginning of the paper.  It's 
okay to indicate gaps that I need to fill in later, such as transition and topic sentences, and even whole paragraphs, like the 
introduction and conclusion. 
 
John Hamilton: I wish I had known that it is not considered shameful, embarrassing or remedial to visit a professor during 
office hours seeking input on a writing piece in progress. 
 
Molly Nestor: After many years of college, I have learned that the best writing is clear and concise. Choosing your words 
carefully and arranging your ideas logically will not only help your readers but will also help you to refine your thoughts. This 
process works best if you talk to someone about your writing! Go to your professor's office hours and chat with them about 
your thesis. They will appreciate your hard work and you will leave with a stronger paper.  
 
Lana Krolikowski: From me and friends – 

- Use the college writing center – those people are worth their weight in gold and paid to help you 
- Learn to cite sources properly, buy the writing guide 
- A ten page paper really isn't long 
- Start researching as soon as you get a project – you will reduce your stress levels and get better grades 
 

Katie Twa: Have others look over your work. Give them a focus of your writing when you do so they know what to look 
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for. Sometimes you can get pretty caught up in your own writing that it is hard to edit well. On that note, make room for a 
break from writing to clear your mind. Finally, really think about who will be reading your paper. Your audience is the reason 
you write so write for them! 
 
Tonya Kneff: A tip that I live by with writing is that it is a process. Writing requires outlining, drafts, and revisions, so 
make sure to account for the extra time it will take to incorporate the various steps. And since it is a process, it's absolutely 
okay to not have everything perfectly thought out before you start to write; just writing something, no matter how basic or 
rough it is, helps to start the process.  
 
Tim Whittemore: Writing is hard. It takes time. It is easier to revise than it is to create, so take forget about the first 
draft, write something down and then realize that it's pretty bad and you'll change it. Be patient and not overly self-critical, 
because it's hard for everyone. Just keep trying and it will get better. When you're finished writing, or you think you're 
finished, read the piece out loud. Your ear will catch mistakes that your brain jumps over when you read it silently. Take 
your time. Remember to revise. But also be comfortable creating a rough initial draft. 
 
Faith Darnell: I wish I would've known that college writing is not just 5 paragraphs and extremely structured. It gets 
deeper than that. You really have to get in there and collect your thoughts and you'll come out with thought provoking ideas. 
You're never too old to brainstorm and research has become my new best friend. Last but not least, those scholarly articles 
are important – I wish I would've known about those beforehand too. 
 
Sarah Muller: My advice would be that even if you think you're a good writer, take advantage of the writing center on your 
campus. People who work at those types of places can help with any place you get "stuck" in the writing process. I know 
many of my papers in college went from good to great because I sat down with a consultant that made me explain my ideas 
out loud and fill in any gaps. 
 
Melissa Glassman: College teaches you that you must write until you have hit each of your points not write until you hit 
the page limit. While there are often page limits on assignments in college they provide much more leeway than high school. 
Ex. 4-6 page paper. College writing is in some ways less stressful because prompts are open ended yet this can be more 
difficult too. All in all write about topics that are important to you and good grades in college will follow.  
 
Serena Bidwell: I wish I had known that being concise with your writing is sometimes more valued than adding the fluff 
and unnecessary details. Many of my professors have seemed to prefer straight forward, clear writing as opposed to beating 
around the bush and assuming the reader understands the purpose. 
 
Gregory Keller: The best advice I could give to an incoming college student would be the knowledge of writing as a 
process. Good writing doesn't just happen, there are steps that can be taken and different checkpoints to hit that together 
produce a good piece of writing. If students come to college with a feel for what strategies work for them as it pertains to 
thinking of ideas, organizing those ideas, producing drafts, and ultimately revising those drafts, they will have the tools to 
create an excellent work of writing. 
 
Kelicia Hollis: One thing that I learned about college writing is that if the thesis is weak (doesn't explicitly set up a problem 
to be answered/explored), then the whole paper is set-up to fail. 
 
Rachelle Bull: One recommendation would be to make a spreadsheet or document of some kind where you list your 
references as you are doing research, so that you do not have to go back and try to find the different books and articles at 
the end for your References page.  
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Good Writing Habits  
 
In Class… 
• Pay attention in class. Everything you do during class is there to help you when you leave the room.   
• Don’t get distracted in class and do all of your work. 
• Pay attention and take advantage of class time to write/brainstorm. 
 
Writing Environment 
• Find a quiet place to write.   
• Remove all distractions before you begin your essay. 
• Write your essay in a peaceful environment that will help you focus.  
• Do not write in a bed or on a couch. 
• Make sure you are in a comfortable writing environment when writing.  
• When prewriting, try and write in different settings like a park or your front porch. 
• Turn your phone off to limit distractions. 

 

Procrastination 
• START EARLY (give yourself plenty of time before the due date). 
• Never wait to the last minute to write a paper – The longer you wait to write the draft the less time you have to fix the 

paper before turning it in. 
• DO NOT PROCRASTINATE! 
• Procrastination = Death!! So don’t do it. 
• Don’t procrastinate! Best work does not happen in 20 minutes at night. 
 

Creativity 
• Try to block out content, but not inspiration you have gained from other works similar to yours.  
• To get creative ideas, always think deeper. 
• Always make at least one part of your essay enjoyable for the reader – Not all your papers are going to be fun for the 

writer or the reader. Readers understand this and appreciate the writer’s effort to make the paper a little more fun. 
• Write when you are feeling creative, not when you are feeling stressed or when you have a time limit. 
• Try and be as creative as you can. People want to read interesting writing that holds on to their attention. By adding 

creativity it will help grab and hold on to their attention (engage the reader). 
• Be creative and express your point in a unique way. 
• Do not be too cliché. 
• Use literary devices to improve your writing and make it more creative. 
• Don’t settle for a lame essay just to do it; expand your mind and think creatively. 
• Don’t plagiarize. Just don’t. 
• It is not as difficult as you may think it will be…just have fun with it. 
 

Feedback 
• Always listen to others criticism; it can spark ideas.  
• Drake Misek (Writing Center Peer Tutor): Your University probably has a writing center and it can actually help you (if 

you don’t procrastinate on your papers and leave no time for real revision like I did/do). 
• Theron O’Halloran (College Student): Office hours and writing centers are some of the most useful tools, especially for 

those going into science and don’t know how to write. 
 

Finishing 
• Make sure your essay actually achieves the goal your teacher has for you (ask what the goal is). 
• Turn in your essay ON TIME. 
• ALWAYS double check that your essay is in your bag and not on the printer. 
 

And Finally… 
• Listen to the tips. 
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The Writing Process 
 
There is a logical order to writing a paper…if you don’t know where to start, follow these simple steps:  

1. Decide on your topic 
2. Prepare an outline or diagram of your ideas 
3. Write your thesis statement (answer the question + why) 
4. Find evidence to directly support your thesis 
5. Say how that evidence directly supports your thesis (analysis) 
6. Write a topic sentence and closing sentence to finish off the body paragraphs (from steps 4-5) 
7. Write the introduction. 
8. Write the conclusion. 
9. Add the finishing touches (proofread for errors in organization, grammar, and/or spelling) 

 
Simone Sessolo (Writing Center Peer Tutor): I wish I knew that I’m not alone. I wish I knew that what I’m doing or writing 
about is an apprenticeship…we’re always learning and growing in our writing. And anyone can be good at writing. 
 
Jonny Nafso (College Student): When writing a research paper, you have to organize your sources…I had a process: I first 
formulated a strong and specific thesis (that’s always first, otherwise you will be so lost on where to start). Then, I used 
google scholar and other internet databases I had access to through my school (check with your library for credible free 
databases that your college has access to) to find credible sources. I would type in my topic and print out a few sources that 
seemed to have a lot of information on my sources. I went through my sources, highlighting main points that helped prove 
my thesis. I organized that information I highlighted in Microsoft Word, which always ends up turning into an outline (main 
points for each paragraph would form through evidence found in my sources and I would organize them right there on 
Word). That is a great way to start. After that, the paper kind of writes itself. 

 
Step 1: Pre-Writing (Brainstorming) 
 

General 
• Prewriting – Don’t forget about this step. It can ultimately create a better final result. 
• Create your own system of pre-writing that works 
• Always do a pre-write, it will spark other ideas and will make it easier to get started when writing your essay. 
• Always do a prewrite. It is important to plan the entire essay out and form some sort of structure for the essay. 
• Dive right in, cause a ruckus.  
 

Choosing a Topic 
• Choose a focused topic.  
• Be open minded and creative when choosing your topic.  
• Brainstorm all the topics you can, eliminating the bad ones will lead you to the good ones. 
• When thinking of topics, think outside of the box, push yourself to take a risk.  
• Pick a topic that shows your personality and style  
• Always have a back up plan. Your first idea might not be your best.  
• When you have the option, write about something you’re passionate about. 
• Write about something you enjoy talking about, something that interests you; don’t worry about other people. 
• Choose a topic that interests you. If you find a topic boring, it will read that way. 
• Create interest in the subject before writing; research/think about it in depth. It is difficult to write about a topic the 

writer does not find interest in. 
• Pick unique topics, no one wants to hear the same argument 100 times.  
• Choose a topic you think your readers can relate to. 
• Actually know what the topic is that you are writing about. Have some good background information on your topic. 
 
Research and Notes 
• Do your research and take notes on what you find. The more knowledge you have, the better your essay will turn out.   
• Research…find interesting facts and details that will surprise or engage the reader. 
• Take as many notes as possible. 
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• Take good notes on the thing you are writing about. 
• Typing is not the same as writing. Don’t sit down at your computer without any notes and expect to write a great paper.  
 

Brainstorming and Thinking 
• Look over your notes and think about your research in relation to your topic. 
• Brainstorming: force yourself to think for 2 minutes straight, sometimes the less obvious ideas are the most interesting. 
• Always brainstorm before beginning to write. 
• Brainstorm ideas and condense or expand later. 
• Brainstorm broadly and think outside the box.  
• Think before you write. 
• Brainblast – Think as much as possible. 
• Think long and hard about the topic…make sure you know what you’re talking about. 
• Write down all your thoughts as they come to you. 
• Jot down all of your thoughts, then organize them, and then turn them into sentences.  
 

Organizing Your Thoughts (Outlines) 
• Organize your thoughts before you start writing. 
• Make outlines for all essays; they help organize thoughts and ensure clarity. 
• Nick Polavin (College Student): Outline EVERY paper. 
• Make an outline, it helps organize your ideas. 
• Outline FIRST. 
• Have an outline of your information organized so you are prepared.  
• Plan before you write and don’t procrastinate. 
• Have an idea of who you want to organize your essay before you start writing – It is way easier to write a paper when 

you already know what you are going to say and the order to which you will be presenting it. 
• Create a working thesis before you start writing. 
• Try to make more than one thesis. Then you can choose the best or the one with the most support.  
 
 

Step 2: Drafting (Creating the Rough Draft) 
 

General 
• First drafts are important, they allow you to see what you like and don’t like before the final draft. 
• Have the assignment guidelines with you when you write. Use it as you go along.  
• Angelic Gasso (College Student): Make a rough draft even if it’s just little bullet points! 
• Raquel Shaba (College Student): ALWAYS talk to the teacher and ask questions about your work…turn in rough drafts 

for sure 
 

How to Begin 
• Zoe Smith (College Student): Write anything down. Anything. So you’re not staring at a blank page. Come back to it, 

hours later, days later. Masterpieces are made in the revising process, not in the drafting process. 
• Just start writing and you will come up with something good. 
• When you first start writing, just write. You can always edit later; it’s horrible just staring at a blank page and trying to 

write it in your head. 
• Write what’s on your mind. 
• Pour out all of your thoughts in the first draft. Don’t focus on grammar or spelling in your draft. Just get a good 

foundation for the next draft.  
• Never stop drafting during prewriting. Even if it’s not good. 
 

What to Remember While Drafting 
• Your first draft should be crazy and full of all the ideas you want to include…your final draft is the only one that matters.  
• Understand that the rough draft will be revised. Do not let struggling with a rough draft get you down.  
• The first draft written will always be fairly rough, so don’t get discouraged and continue to work on the paper.  
• Don’t worry about how it sounds; just get it down on paper.  
• Write your first draft as quickly as possible – No need to worry about how good the draft is, you’re going to be changing 

it around later anyway. 
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• Don’t worry about specifics like grammar, word choice, or fluency too much when writing a first draft. 
• Writing first drafts: Don’t focus on grammar, get your ideas out on the paper. 
• Shitty first drafts are your best friend…it’s okay to write a shitty first draft. Then you can make it better.  
• Make a clear claim early and use it to develop the rest of your essay. You can then manipulate your claim or thesis later.   
• It’s okay to skip a paragraph and come back to it later. 
• Make the title AFTER you finish your rough draft. 

 
Step 3: Revising and Editing 
 

Revising 
• Joy Aelaina (Writing Center Peer Tutor and Graduate Student): I wish I knew that revision was really worth it. 
• Essay revisions: Do them, it will help develop style and enhance your eye. 
• Revisions are essential to improving your writing skills. 
• Revisions- think critically about suggested changes, and whether or not they improve your paper.  
• When revising, you are technically being your own critic. Be picky, look for anything that catches your eye. Even if 

something seems like no difference can be made by changing it, you still might want to change or edit it because even 
the small things matter in the grand scheme of things. 

• Eliminate extraneous information that is unrelated to or weakens the claim.  
• Kevin Ozar: After you write something, don’t proofread for 30 minutes; let it set, and then read it out loud backwards 

(word by word). 
• Re-read your paper; you will most likely catch a mistake you didn’t when you were writing. 
• Read the essay thoroughly before you print. 
• Read through once OUT LOUD without editing. Make sure the topic is focused and evidence is strong. Make sure you 

connected your evidence back to your topic. It helps to look at each paragraph individually.  
• Kim Collins Towler (High School Teacher): Writing is a process. Rewrite, rewrite, rewrite! And don’t forget to re-read (or 

have others proofread for you). 
• Do re-writes if given the opportunity 
• An essay is never completely finished because it can always be improved.  
 
Editing 
• Val Nafso (High School Teacher): Take pride in your work; make it polished and refined…have someone proofread it for 

spelling and grammar mistakes. Look how hard it is to raed a sentence that don’t follow any rules grammar and have 
lots of spelling mistakes because it is hard to read and their are no commas and this is a really long drawn out sentence 
and your probly thinking okay when is this gonna end but it’s not its just gonna to go on until youre like okay fix this 
nafso before my brain explodes. 

• SPELL CHECK 
• Make sure your final draft is free of spelling, punctuation, and comma errors. 
• Make sure you are not losing easy points due to poor conventions, spelling mistakes and missing comas can kill an 

essay. 
• Pay attention to every tiny detail when writing a final draft, including word choice, sentence fluency, grammar, proper 

punctuation, and flow. 
• The internet can be a helpful tool to look up better transitions and words when editing. 
• Re-read your paper over and over again, (even backwards) to check for spelling and punctuation errors. 
 
Peer Editing 
• Peer editing your paper is one of the most important steps in writing a good essay. Getting information on what other 

people think about your paper will help add different aspects to your paper. But only accept the changes you think are 
right because you still want to be happy with the paper. 

• Always peer edit, it always helps to have another set of eyes look at your paper (always get a second opinion). 
• Be open to constructive criticism. Use it positively.  
• Scott Brazeau (High School Teacher): It is okay to let other people edit your work for you before you hand it in. 

Publishers do that all the time for authors. 
• Peer editing: Don’t be afraid to share your work; others can see what you might not. 
• Always pick a peer-editing partner who will take editing your rough draft seriously. 
• Have a good peer editing partner who will actually give you some good feedback and help you become a better essay 

writer. 
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• Have multiple peer editors who care about your success. 
• Have more than one person proofread your essay. 
• A good peer editor will tell you what is wrong with your essay AND how to make it better.  
• Have someone who is not afraid to criticize your paper edit it. Peer editing does not mean friend has to edit your paper. 
• Meet with someone that will give you constructive criticism. 
• When peer editing, be able to take a lot of constructive criticism. It helps a ton in the long run. 
• Practice reading your essay out loud to someone who falls into your audience. 
• Don’t be afraid to ask a teacher for their thoughts. 
• Peer edit someone’s paper the way you would want them to edit yours.  
 

Step 4: Publishing (Sharing and Turning It In) 
 

• You shouldn’t be afraid to show your writing to people. 
• Writing is a conversation…if you do not share it, you are not giving anyone the opportunity to listen to what you have to 

say 
• Take pride in your work…make it strong and refined so that you are proud to have someone else read it. 
• Turn it in on time 
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Structure of an Essay 
 
Introduction 
 

General 
• Introductions and conclusions can be the most difficult parts of papers to write. While the body is often easier to write, it 

needs a frame around it. An introduction and conclusion frame your thoughts and bridge your ideas for the reader. 
• Introduction and conclusion paragraphs should be equally captivating. You want to entice the reader at the beginning, 

and keep them thinking about your topic at the end. 
• Suggested Structure of the Introduction: 

o Hook – a general, but captivating topic sentence that will help lead into your thesis. 
o Overview – should include background on your topic and general statements that start to get more specific to 

what you are arguing. 
o Thesis – argument/claim you will prove (claim + reason = thesis). 

Hook 
• The intro should be attention grabbing.  
• Kevin Ozar (High School Teacher): Your opening line(s) should be a cognitive activator; your reader should 

think/ponder/wonder…they should genuinely be thinking when reading the first three lines of your essay. 
• Hooks- The introductory paragraph should begin with a witty, original hook to lure in the reader.  
• To get your paper off to a great start, you should try to have a first sentence that engages your reader. Think of your 

first sentence as a hook that draws your reader in. It is your big chance to be so clever that your reader can’t stop. As 
you researched your topic, you probably discovered many interesting anecdotes, quotes, or trivial facts. This is exactly 
the sort of thing you should use for an engaging introduction. 

• Do not open with a quote that is not yours. 
 

Overview 
• The intro should broadly introduce the general idea of your essay and give background information to the reader. 
• Start general and become more specific to your claim, then state it (start really broad then work your way down to the 

point). 
 

Thesis 
• State your thesis clearly and strongly at the end of your introduction (should be the most specific part of your 

introduction). 
• For a shorter essay, it is smart to mention the topics of your body paragraphs in your thesis to give the reader a good 

overview of the paper. 

 
Body Paragraphs 

 
General 
• Structure of a Body Paragraph: 

o Topic Sentence (supporting claim) – a broad statement that mentions the topic – focuses in on the subject of the 
paragraph (what the paragraph will be about) 

o Evidence (support) – specific quote or event from research that supports your topic (and proves your thesis) 
o Analysis (explanation) – how the evidence proves your point and how it is relevant to your thesis…you should 

have an explanation for EACH piece of evidence (should be the longest part of your body paragraph) 
o Closing Sentence – relate paragraph back to your argument 

• Strong paragraphs can stand alone, but also work as an integral part of the puzzle that is your essay.  
• Write each paragraph as if they are each a mini-essay. 
• Each body paragraph has a topic that helps prove your thesis…maintain focus on the topic of the paragraph (don’t 

stray). 
• Think of a body paragraph as a fence holding in the same idea. 
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• Writing paragraphs- keep paragraphs brief, but not lacking in thought.  
• Writing Paragraphs: Re-read, one paragraph shouldn’t take up an entire page. 
• Do not stray from your thesis when writing your body paragraphs. 
 
Topic Sentence 
• A topic sentence is the first sentence in your paragraph and will introduce the main idea of what the paragraph is going 

to be about. It will state a claim that the supporting sentences will describe further.  
• Readers will look for this sentence in order to determine what the subject of the paragraph will be.  
• A topic sentence should support your thesis that you provide in your introduction.  
• This sentence is what motivates the reader to want to read more about what you have to say in the rest of the 

paragraph. It acts as the "catch line" that captures the reader's attention, so make it interesting. 
• Use key words from your thesis to guide your topic sentence. 
• Emily Stern (College Student): My English teacher told me that every topic sentence is a mini thesis statement for that 

paragraph. 
 
Evidence 
• Once you make a claim you need to then present evidence/support to help prove your point. You can do this by 

providing specific facts that support your claim that you made in the topic sentence or you can also present quotes as a 
form of evidence. You can also provide evidence through paraphrasing and descriptions. 

• Good evidence connects the to the claim. 
• Steps to incorporating good evidence smoothly and effectively: 

o 1. Identify your argument/claim. 
o 2. Search through sources (books, websites, encyclopedias, real-life examples, etc.) for ideas that support your 

claim/opinion. 
o 3. When you find strong evidence that supports your claim, work it in after your claim with a sentence that leads 

the reader into your evidence ("This can be shown by...quote, example, definition, etc."). 
o 4. Comment on the evidence to show how it supports the claim. 

• Offer evidence that agrees with your stance up to a point, then add to it with ideas of your own. 
• Present evidence that contradicts your stance, and then argue against (refute) that evidence and therefore strengthen 

your position. 
• Use quotations to support your assertion, not merely to state or restate your claim. 
 
Analysis 
• Once you present facts that support your claim you then need to explain how each fact logically supports that claim. This 

is where you tell the reader how you want them to understand/interpret the evidence or quotations you provided 
because you cannot assume your reader will see things the way you do. If you use a quote as evidence, make sure you 
tell the reader the importance of the quote with regards to your argument. 

• Steps to Analyze/Interpret Evidence: 
o 1. Identify the argument and the evidence (facts/examples) that support that evidence. 
o 2. Identify the logic of the claim/argument and evidence (this should be in your own voice). 
o 3. Evaluate the logic in your own words. 

• Analysis should not have to be cited. 
• Some sample sentences to begin an analysis of evidence are: "This shows that..." "The evidence makes it clear that..." 

"It appears that..." "The subject should...because..." (note that all of these sentences require a logical evaluation of the 
claim and evidence mentioned before these sentences occur). 

 
Closing Sentence 
• The conclusion is where you will tie together the information you discussed in your paragraph back to the topic 

sentence. A concluding sentence lets the reader know that you have said everything you have wanted to say and are 
now moving on. This final sentence will leave a final statement in the readers mind. 

• Steps to Writing a Concluding Sentence: 
o 1. Think about the topic of the entire paragraph. 
o 2. Relate the concluding sentence back to the topic sentence (It should summarize or restate main idea 

presented in topic sentence) 
o 3. Write a sentence that relates to the topic of the paragraph and that can relate back to your central 

argument (thesis) of your paper. Your concluding sentence should also be able to transition to the next 
paragraph. 
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• The concluding sentence of a body paragraph is the best opportunity to relate the paragraph back to the central 
argument/thesis of your paper. 

• Make sure that the concluding sentence does not introduce a new subject that has not been talked about in the 
paragraph. 

 
Conclusion 
 
• The conclusion is the “now what” portion of your essay…Think: Now that I have this info, why is it important? Why 

should anyone care? Just as your introduction acts as a bridge that transports your readers from their own lives into the 
“place” of your analysis, your conclusion can provide a bridge to help your readers make the transition back to their daily 
lives. Such a conclusion will help them see why all your analysis and information should matter to them after they put 
the paper down. 

• An effective conclusion will do three things well: 1) It will leave a strong final impression on the reader, 2) Give your 
essay a sense of completeness, and 3) Most importantly, it will emphasize the importance of your thesis statement.  

• Ask yourself, “Did I accomplish my goal?” What did your essay set out to say, and was it presented successfully?  
• Suggested Structure of a Conclusion: 

o Restate thesis in different words 
o Sum up main points (specific à general) 
o End with intelligent thought that has to do with argument…leaves the reader thinking (walk away with message) 

• Make sure the conclusion wraps up the essay. Do your essay justice and go out strong.  
• Provide a sense of closure.  
• The conclusion should start specific and then become more general. 
• AVOID these things when writing a conclusion: 

o Beginning with an unnecessary, overused phrase such as “in conclusion,” “in summary,” or “in closing.” Although 
these phrases can work in speeches, they come across as wooden and trite in writing. 

o Stating the thesis for the very first time in the conclusion. 
o Introducing a new idea or subtopic in your conclusion. 
o Ending with a rephrased thesis statement without any substantive changes. 
o Making sentimental, emotional appeals that are out of character with the rest of an analytical paper. 
o Including evidence (quotations, statistics, etc.) that should be in the body of the paper. 

• Make sure you summarize points previously made, but don’t forget to add an additional lasting thought that will further 
persuade the reader.  

• Conclusions are the exact opposite of the introduction. Start at the point then work your way back to leaving the reader 
with a lasting point.  
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Ideas (Thesis, Evidence, Audience) 
 

General 
• The Mini-Skirt Rule: A good rule of thumb for essays is called the “mini-skirt-rule” – they should be long enough to cover 

what needs to be covered and short enough to still be interesting. Don’t let your essay be comparable to an “elderly, 
overweight man in a speedo” (way too short, didn’t cover much at all, and just plain pathetic. 

• Longer is not necessarily better. Getting your point across is more important.  
• Quality not quantity.  
• Millie Mo (Writing Center Peer Tutor): I wish I had known that a paper always needs a purpose. Also that someone 

should be able to argue against your thesis statement! That’s what makes a “good” paper – if you feel strongly about 
your claim, then your hard work with the writing and evidence will support you claim well. And on that same note, try to 
always write about a topic you care about (if it isn’t something you care about, make it something you care about…it 
makes things go SO much better). 

• Have a purpose. 
• Make sure your ideas are chronological and flow from one to the other. 
• Make sure your ideas flow from one to another. 
• Answer all of the readers’ questions. 
• Think about the questions you would have reading your own essay and find a place to answer them. 
• Try to develop an idea that will further engage the reader and keep them interested.  
• Compile strong sentences to start your paragraphs. 
• Every sentence should have a purpose.  
• Be confident in your claim. (ex. Use “It will” as opposed to “It seems”). 
• Be direct…don’t dance around the subject. It could be that if you say what you have to say in a way that is seemingly 

straightforward, then your point can easily be much stronger in that it will make more sense (see what I mean J). 
• Barrie Siegel (College Student): Get to the point quickly! Don’t use long words that you don’t understand. Don’t be 

redundant! 
• State your ideas clearly and use great details. 
• Be straightforward…do not use details that are not useful. 
• Do not include excess detail that does not strengthen your points. 
• Stay on topic. Don’t ramble.  
• Stay on topic and stick to your main idea. 
• Don’t let opinions cloud the facts. 
• Think outside of the box, but within the guidelines.  
• Show; don’t tell. 
• Make use of ethos, pathos, and logos. 
• You might already have an idea in mind from brainstorming but you should consider absolutely everything. The idea you 

had originally had in mind might change as you write.   
• Never have more than three lines of summary…or don’t summarize in general unless it is a small thing that is vital to 

your argument. 
• Think about what you’re really saying and then actually say it…no bullshitting. 
• Be specific when referencing anything. 
• Do not be too vague and don’t generalize.  

 

Thesis 
• Keep it short and simple. Make sure to state the point you are trying to prove and how you are going to prove it.  
• A good thesis should be representation of what is to come. 
• When creating a thesis, make sure there is a POINT. 
• Supporting thesis: Provide at least three examples with analysis. 
• Create a strong thesis that thoroughly states your main points. 
• Create a strong thesis and make sure your paper proves your thesis.  
• Make sure your thesis has relevance in your essay. 

 
Evidence 
• Evidence is incredibly important. Your reader will not care about your opinion if you cant back it up! 
• Always have evidence and examples to back up your statements.  
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• Do not have open ended evidence. 
• Use as much evidence as possible to support your statements. 
• Use quotes that only back up your argument.  
• Make sure you can always back yourself up. 
• Stay away from summarizing and use quotes to support your point.  
• Always support your claims with strong/specific evidence.  
• Make sure to explain new evidence or points thoroughly. 
• Make sure to explain every argument you make. 

 
Audience 
• Josh Kim (Writing Center Peer Tutor): I wish I knew that writing is something more than being locked up in a room by 

yourself and your ideas…that it is a CONVERSATION and a collaboration and that talking to people is the best way to 
figure out what you’re really trying to say. 

• Talk with others about their points of view. 
• Try to see other points of view. 
• Know your audience. 
• Make sure you know who your audience is, so your tone it not too formal or informal. 
• Rachel Neimer (High School Teacher): I would say know your audience. The colloquialisms I added to my papers for 

teachers in high school weren't as appreciated on more academic, research papers. My students still struggle when it 
comes to identifying/writing for an academic audience  

• You can put your ideas in a way that is professional and personal without using first person 
• Don’t assume your audience knows what you’re talking about…explain. 
• Make sure everything is described in great detail for your audience and everything revolves around your topic. 
• Consider the perspective of the reader. 
• Put yourself in the audience’s shoes. 
• Look at it from the perspective of the person you are trying to reach or persuade. 
• Appeal to the audience you’re speaking to. 
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Voice/Style 
 
General 
• Now that we are approaching college, break down boundaries to let your voice develop to add more interest to your 

essay.  
• Make sure you actually seem interested in what you have to say…voice will follow naturally. 
• Don’t let your diligence for proper uses of language inhibit voice. Sometimes a few mechanical errors are worth making 

in order to get an intelligent thought onto paper. 
• Have a good voice and tone. Try to engage the reader best as you can. Don’t bore the reader with irrelevant 

information. Keep them into the work.  
• Tyler Yaldo (College Student): I really wish my teachers taught me more on academic tone (sounding professional while 

still keeping my voice and style). 
• Steph Glidden (College Student): Speaking from the real world and having to only take freshman English, I wish I would 

have learned how to write more professionally, like press releases, memos, emails – how to write by staying “on 
message.” 

• Find your own style…you know you have found it when people reading can tell it’s you who is writing. 
• Develop a style early – they make writing easier. 
• Define your voice and style as your write more. 
• Spend time finding your voice and essays will become really easy. 
• Show the reader. Don’t just tell them. Use imagery to make them interested.  
• Don’t be biased. 
• Make your readers feel emotion. 
• Use a variety of sentence lengths. 

 
Personality 
• You have your own story, so don’t be afraid to tell it. Use your personality. 
• Get your point across the way you want to – your own words, voice, style, opinions, etc. 
• Make sure you have a genuine voice that shines through the essay. 
• Assert your own personal style into each paper you write – Regardless of the topic each essay you write should still be 

personal at some level. 
• Don’t be too formal because your essay loses any sense of personality. 
• Write naturally (like you would speak). 
• Write how you talk/think and then revise it later. 
• Write how you would speak first and then go back and make it grammatically correct…it is the best way to maintain 

personal voice. 
• Write how you would normally talk, not being fake. 
• Be yourself… Write from the heart/core. 
• Speak from your heart; use real life experiences. 
• Be honest and don’t hold back on what you honestly feel. 
• Don’t be afraid to be unique; challenge yourself. 
• Humor can be helpful in some circumstances. 
• Use your creativity and write in your own style, don’t try to change your style for your audience. 
• Don’t write what you think your teacher wants to hear…stay true to your own style. 
• Do not be afraid to express what you want; you are your own worst critic. 
• Think outside of the box – write about something no one else has…this equals a great paper (relate it to yourself). 

 
Word Choice 
• Try to have a large assortment of words used in your essay. Using variety will help keep your readers attention and will 

help your paper stand out. 
• Jordan Ward (College Student): Read a lot of books this summer because your vocabulary will need to be expanded. 
• Wendy Marshick (High School Teacher): Vocabulary development through reading a variety of text and strategies to read 

technical text. 
• Expand your vocab, but make sure it makes sense in the context. 
• While writing an essay, it is crucial to incorporate new, previously unknown vocabulary throughout.  
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• Good word choice (but not one beyond your vocabulary) is important to target your audience. 
• Know who your audience is so you know who you need to appeal too. Use the right tones and word choice to connect 

with your readers. 
• You do not have to be fancy and use words that you would not normally use…word choice is about picking the best 

words for what you want to say rather than trying to make yourself sound like a stuffy professor. 
• Don’t use bland vocabulary.  
• Do not use words that you do not know the meaning of. 
• Don’t try to sound smarter than you are by using words that aren’t yours. 
• Use words that your target audience would understand. 
• Scott Fifield (High School Teacher): Simplify your writing! Don’t include words that are not needed in your 

writing/sentences. 
• Pay close attention to what the words you are writing mean. 
• Use more descriptive words – but bigger is not always better. 
• Clichés: Beginning paper with a quote, a dictionary definition, or “Imagine…”; saying, “In today’s society.” 
• The dictionary and thesaurus are your best friends. 
• Rebecca Ruhlman (College Student): My AP teacher gave me a whole list of different words to use other than “use” and 

I reference it all the time. Word choice makes a big difference in your tone. 
• Do not use “a lot” because “a lot” is where cars are parked. Think about it…how much is “a lot” anyway? It is different 

for everyone, so if you are trying to give the reader an idea about how much of something there is, be more specific.  
• Do not use “things” or “stuff” – they are not specific enough for the reader to imagine. 
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Organization 
 

General 
• Organize your essay in the easiest way for the reader to follow along. Once you choose a certain type of organization 

stick with it and don’t switch up in the middle of the essay. 
• Have a consistent method of organization. 
• Make sure your essay is organized in a logical way. Your reader will have a hard time following your story if you skip 

around. 
• Be sure to have a logical and effective sequence of events/points. Organization is key. 
• Make sure the order of your paragraphs makes sense. 
• Keep related ideas in the same paragraph and separate unrelated ideas. 
• Always have an introduction, body paragraphs (as many as you want) and a conclusion. 
• Make sure your thesis outlines the rest of your essay by including how you will support your claim. 
 

Five Paragraph Essay in College?? 
• A traditional five-paragraph essay does not always make the most sense. 
• Five paragraph essays are not always the way to go – make it your own! 
• Michael Nafso (College Student): Five paragraph essays don’t really exist in college (See Sara Kruz’s tip below”). 
• Sara Kruz (High School Teacher): (In response to Michael Nafso’s tip above) – Mike, I was going to say 5 paragraph 

essay alllllll day! If you master that, you can adapt it as needed for everything. 
 

Essay Length 
• The length of your essay is important, but don’t make it your number one priority! Quality is more important than 

quantity. 
• Don’t worry about the length when you start, the content will come. It is better to have a good short paper than a paper 

with lots of irrelevant information that meets the length requirement. 
• The essay length will come if you have enough to back your subject.  
• The length of the essay should not be a factor when writing. Don’t be afraid to write more than what the teacher asks 

for. The teacher cannot get mad over you writing down what you want them to hear. 
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Sentence Fluency (Transitions/Flow) 
 

Transitions 
• Transitions are essential in an essay to prevent it from being choppy and unappealing to read. 
• Transitions connect each idea, not just each sentence. 
• Get really good details and find a good transition between each idea. 
• Transition both within paragraphs and between paragraphs to connect your thoughts. 
• Always include transitions between paragraphs – They’re easy to use and help the essay flow. 
• Do not use generic transition words in your essay. Use a thesaurus to find good synonyms for bland words.  
• Don’t use cliché transitions like “first,” “also,” and “lastly.” 
 

Flow 
• Sentence fluency keeps your reader interested and makes your essay sound better. 
• Make the length of sentences inconsistent to keep your essay from sounding choppy.  
• Using transitions: Don’t be cliché. 
• Use different types of sentences. 
• Use a variety of sentence lengths. 
• Be careful of using any run-on sentences (don’t overuse commas and learn how to use semi-colons). 
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Conventions 
 

General 
• Remember the rules you were taught earlier on in your education, an essay’s message can be inhibited if there are 

several minor errors.  
• LEARN HOW TO USE COMMAS AND SEMI-COLONS CORRECTLY! 
• Do not make generalizations (“Everyone, always, never, all people,” etc.) You do not want to come off as someone who 

makes assumptions about people. 
• Do not use contractions in a formal essay(“don’t, won’t, can’t, wouldn’t” etc.) – if you don’t just type out the whole word, 

you seem lazy or careless. 
• Wes Tigner (Writing Center Peer Tutor): If you are an engineer, your school will re-teach you on how to write in a 

certain format. Though, keep your spelling and grammar up to par…your teammates will love you for it. 
• Don’t overuse punctuation (commas especially). It disrupts the flow. 
• Keep the same tense throughout the essay.  
• Your computer will not catch if you used form rather than from or vice versa, so remember to check that. 

 
Common Mistakes 
• a lot vs. “lots” – first of all, “lots” isn’t a word; second of all, you should never use “a lot” in an essay because “a lot” has 

no measure…it might mean something different to different readers. 
• until vs. “till” or “til” – “till” and “til” are just shortenings of the word…they’re not words, so don’t use them. 
• Than vs. Then – “than” is used for comparing to things (one thing is better than another), while “then” is the transitional 

word (Then, she went to school). 
• Affect vs. Effect – An “effect” is a noun (there was an “effect” or it was the “effect”; “affect” is a verb that can be 

conjugated (she “affected” me or she was “affecting” his homework). 
• Apart vs. A Part – When you are talking about SEPARATE, use “apart,” if you are talking about a part of a whole, use “a 

part” (two words). 
• There vs. Their vs. They’re: There = location; Their = possession; They’re = they are. 

 
College “Need to Know’s” (The Little Things that Always Seem to Confuse You) 
• When you refer to an author (or any person) in a paper, you should use the full name the first time you refer to him or 

her; after that, you can use just his or her last name. In writing about literary characters, however, you can address 
them as they are called in the story. 

• Generally, abbreviations are to be avoided in college essays, with the exception of the titles you see before and after 
proper names (for example, "Dr."), names of familiar organizations ("NAACP" or "FBI"), or conventions noting time or 
dates (B.C. or A.M). 

• Never use "Etc." in a college essay since you leave the reader wondering what's left in etc.? (and it seems lazy). 
• When using numbers, spell out any number that takes only one or two words (e.g. "thirty-eight"). The general 

exceptions are for dates, addresses, times of day, or instances where numbers are used for technical measurement or 
identification (e.g. "Flight 800"). 

• The rules about underlining, italics and quotation marks: Anything that can hold shorter selections or elements within it 
(like a TV show that has episodes, a magazine that has issues, a newspaper that has articles, or a book that has 
chapters) is underlined or put in italics. Italics or underlining are interchangeable: it print, that is, sometimes underlining 
appears as italics or the other way around. Meanwhile, those shorter selections--poems, articles, chapters, specific TV 
episodes that can appear inside things that are underlined--should be presented inside double quotation marks (" ").  

• Where to place punctuation marks in relation to each other? When you're not citing page numbers, always put periods 
and commas inside quotation  marks; put colons and semicolons outside them; put question marks inside the quotes if 
you're quoting a question, outside if you're turning a statement into a question yourself. But when you are citing page 
numbers, put the page number citation, which normally appears in parenthesis, after your quotation mark and then with 
closing punctuation. So, for instance, you might write: Didion calls her ideal "self-respect" (27); here she means not 
submitting to the "demands of others" (27). 

• When quoting four our more lines of another text, set the quote off from the body of your text by indenting ten spaces 
from the left, and introducing the quote with a colon (:).  

• Refer to a "text" in the present tense: thus, "Dickens writes" or "Dickens describes...." But when you are describing the 
historical context or moment in which an author lived or conceived of that text, the past tense is often more appropriate. 
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As in any college essay, the important thing here is to be consistent with what tense you use. 
 
Point of View 
 
• If you use first person (I, me, my, we, us, our, etc.) in an essay, it should only be if you are describing a personal 

experience (because in that case, you have to use it)…even then, don’t overuse it. 
• Saying “I think,” “I believe,” “I feel,” or “In my opinion” is unnecessary because it is your essay, which means readers 

know it is what you think, believe, or feel. Also, it weakens your argument by making you sound less confident in your 
stance.  

• Avoid using second person (you, you guys, etc.) at all costs (unless you consult someone about it first). 
• Do not include the reader in a formal essay (no “you, us, we, our,” etc.) – Think about it…if you include the reader and 

they do not agree with what you are saying, you lose credibility with them 
• Don’t speak directly to the reader. This means no commands (for example, don’t say “Imagine…” “Think about it…” etc.) 
 

Questions 
• It is unnecessary to ask questions in an essay – if you ask the reader a question and do not answer it, readers can get 

annoyed OR if you ask the reader a question and do answer it, then what was the point of asking the question?  
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Format and Citations 
 
Format 
• Make sure you know what format your professor wants. 
• Create interesting titles 
• Indent the first line of every paragraph to separate it from the last set of ideas. 
• Lavanda Karana (College Student): Definitely learn APA format. I feel like all we learned in high school was MLA and all 

we use in college is APA. The best resource I’ve found was: http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/560/01/.  
• Kayla Griffey (College Student): I definitely agree with Lavanda Karana. 
• Ryan Samona (College Student): Learn APA format and the importance of proofreading. 
• Sydney Lederer (College Student): Learn APA format. 
 
 

Citations 
• Be sure to know which format (MLA, APA, footnotes, etc.) that your professor wants you to use for citations. 
• Familiarize yourself with in-text citations in MLA and APA format (http://owl.english.purdue.edu/). 
• Always cite borrowed phrases and quotes. 
• Don’t hide behind other people’s words without proper citation. 
• Adam William (College Student): Know how to find credible sources and know how to cite them correctly! 
• Be careful of any words/descriptions from a website…be sure to cite. 
• Jenna Bell (High School Teacher): If you didn’t use a database and/or books to write the essay, it’s probably not going to 

be deemed credible. 
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Essay Types 
 
Impromptu Essays 
 
General 
• Impromptu essays help develop your skills and get your brain working. 
• Don’t think of impromptu essays as a final draft. Instead, think of them as opportunities to train yourself to write more 

efficiently while still keeping the details in mind. But don’t be too picky or it will slow you down. 
• When given an impromptu, relax before starting… don’t get hung up on errors; you can always cross them out.  
• Don’t forget to breathe.  
• Don’t approach them scared and nervous…just let your writing flow, then edit. 
• Don’t freak out…just calm down and start writing; blank page = enemy.  
• Write from experience and keep it interesting. 

 
Brainstorming 
• Take time to brainstorm a lot and don’t always go with your first idea. 
• Brainstorm for five minutes and get your ideas straight before writing. 

 
Organizing 
• Start with a good outline. 
• Outlines help big time  
• Organize and outline your entire essay before writing or it will seem jumbled and confusing or abrupt at the end.  
• Use paragraphs…if you have actual structure instead of one big paragraphs, you will look better. 

 
Writing 
• When writing impromptus, just keep on writing and don’t stop. 
• Don’t stop and think; just write what comes to mind. 
• Just write…things will come to you eventually. 
• Don’t think; just write. 
• Keep writing until you feel that you have gotten your point across completely. 
• Keep it simple and concise…don’t spend a lot of time on details…hit the main points and move on. 
• Read the question frequently so you stay on topic. 
• Be creative with your words. 
• Always relate the paragraphs between each other to make it flow. 
• Don’t second guess yourself. 

 
Time 
• Use every minute you’re given.  
• Keep track of your time. 
• Manage your time wisely, but think through your thoughts to prevent rambling. 
• Get it done fast so you have time to revise. 

 

Analysis Essays 
 

• Don’t let “analysis” scare you. 
• Write down all the points you’re going to analyze before you start writing. 
• Analysis is your voice, so be sure to show that you have thought deeply about the subject. 
• Everyone can state the same evidence…it is the interpretation of that evidence (your voice) that makes an essay 

exceptional. 
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• Follow up all evidence with analysis (explanation of evidence in relation to your argument). 
• More analysis than evidence…focus on one event and analyze every detail. 
• Good rule of thumb: analysis should be three times as long as evidence (1 line of evidence = three lines of analysis to 

follow it up). 
• Be sure to analyze so you teach yourself something new when you’re done. 
• If it is an analysis essay, always explain HOW and WHY. 
• Avoid summarizing in analysis essays. 
• Do not retell the story…show more analysis and only the part of the story that relates to it. 
• Make sure to not rewrite the whole story…pick certain things to analyze. 
• It’s analysis, not summary…we all know what happened. 
• Avoid patterns of weak or empty analysis. 
• When doing analysis make sure to find a middle ground – Over or under analysis can make a paper drag on or end too 

quickly. 
• Always relate each paragraph back to your thesis; utilize the closing sentence…it is your friend. 
• Always focus on how the audience reacts to something and then figure out why they react that way; that makes for 

good analysis.  
• When analyzing, be confident in your argument and have strong supporting evidence to help. 
• Really make sure to have strong evidence and analyze that evidence. 
• Make sure you’re well-versed in what you are writing about…this makes it easier to analyze and stray away from the 

dreaded summary. 

 

Personal Essays 
 

• Dodge’s Personal Essay Tips:  
o Language is more than grammar. Personal writing is much more engaging and successful when the writer relies on 

active voice, specific descriptions, and consistent tense. The active voice tells your reader exactly who is doing what. 
Compare the difference:  

Passive: An essay was assigned.  
Active: Ms. Dodge assigned a personal essay the first day.  

Stick to active voice throughout your essay and you will inevitably be more specific and more engaging.     
o Use the same tense and the same point of view throughout your essay. Most personal essays are written in the past 

tense. You are relating something that happened to you or the way you feel about something by giving examples. If 
you’re writing in past tense (about events that have already happened), stay in past tense for the entire essay 
(except maybe the conclusion when you come back to present day to tell the reader what you learned from your 
experiences or how you have reflected on the events described). Personal essays are written in the first person 
because they’re, well, personal. When you write in the first person, you are speaking for yourself only. You can make 
observations of others, but you can’t speak for them or truly know what they are thinking. DON’T SAY “YOU”.   

o Be specific with your descriptions. Personal essays are your unique view of the topic, usually based on your personal 
experiences, so use your senses to engage and appeal to the reader. Don’t just tell the reader something happened, 
DESCRIBE IT. Compare the difference:  

Boring: My first assignment made me nervous.  
Descriptive: As soon as Ms. Dodge assigned our first essay, my stomach fluttered, my hands starting 
sweating, and everything in the room around me seemed to stop. 

o Organize your thoughts before you start writing. Just because it’s a personal essay doesn’t mean you should rant or 
ramble. An outline can be helpful before you begin if you're the kind of person who likes working from outlines. If 
not, at least make a simple list of the points you want to make, rearrange them in the most logical order, and then 
fill in the relevant information. The simplest structure of a composition has three parts: an introduction, a body of 
information, and a conclusion.  

 
Compare/Contrast Essays 
 

General 
• Think about this one thoroughly before your start typing. 
• Choose a topic that has many similarities and differences…even if you only focus on one part, it gives you more options. 
• Research. 
• Think outside the box…sticking with obvious connections doesn’t make for a good essay. 
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• Compare things in a way that’s out of the box. 
• Make comparisons people don’t see. 
• Connect on a deeper level than the surface. 
• Do not veer way from the things you are trying to connect. 
• Make your point clear, but make sure you sound agreeable…you want people to listen. 

 
Structure/Organization 
• Organize FIRST – make a list/pre-write 
• Pick the format that best supports your topic. 
• Be organized and make correct connections. 
• Have a logical pattern and explain. 
• Focus on good organization. 

 
Transitions 
• Use transitions to connect ideas. 
• Have good transition words so everything runs smoothly. 
• Keep transitions smooth between topics. 
• If you can’t think of what to write about, look online or think about past experiences for inspiration. 
• Have many examples. 
 




