



A GUIDE TO WRITING BETTER ESSAYS
This is a guide to writing essays. It’s common knowledge that an essay has a beginning, a middle, and an end, and that through that beginning, middle, and end, that you need to prove a point, inform the reader and make sure that the prompt is answered to the fullest of its question, which can be hard if you don’t know what to write about.  This sheet is designed to help those who know what to write, but may not know exactly how to write it the way that will help them get a 5 but hopefully something higher like a 7-9 on the FRQ’s and DBQ’s.

The first thing you need to do when you read a question is:

1. What is the question asking?  Is it a simple this is right or wrong question, is it chronological, do you need to argue out a point, etc.  With an Argumentative essay you are supposed to read the question and then decide what it is asking.  If a question is “What impact did Locke’s essays and theories of democracy have on the colonists in America in the Pre-Revolutionary Era?” Then you need to ask yourself what it is asking, is it asking what the essays and theories of Locke were?  Does it ask what the colonists felt, or is it asking what the beliefs of Locke were and how and why they impacted the colonists and what it drove them to do from reading his essays?  It is really important to realize that the question will ask one thing, but expect the full history of each aspect of the question.  The prompt will want to know what the beliefs of Locke were, the spread of his beliefs to not only America, but to other places, and then the impact in America.  It will then ask what the colonists were like before they read his theories, with a little history of their situation and how the essays by Locke then began to impact them.  It will then move to what reading the essays did for the colonists and how it changed their beliefs and gave them reason to overthrow their current governmental situation with England.  Then it would want to conclude with a reinstating of the thesis and how Locke ultimately helped influence the revolution.  That’s just an example.  But without knowing what it is asking, you can’t answer the prompt, because you may answer it incorrectly and then make the essay obsolete.  
2. What are the opposing or possible arguments for the prompt, and which side do you choose?  Now that you know what the question is asking, you need to find out what you feel is the correct answer.  Back to the example above, there are two possible arguments really.  John Locke’s essays had a great influential impact on inspiring revolution and John Locke’s essays did not really impact the road to revolution.   Or you may find something in between that states parts of both sides, depending on what your point of view is, and before you start to form a thesis, you need to know what you feel. One of the greatest downfalls that lead to a faulty thesis is that the writer does not really know what they feel on the subject, so they don’t know how to pick a side and then can’t stick with it or prove it to be true throughout the essay.
Okay, now that you have looked at the question itself, you need to know the basic structure of an essay and how to distribute your information accordingly throughout the structure.

An essay must include, and introduction with a thesis statement at the end, three body paragraphs that support the thesis, and a conclusion that reinstates the thesis and the prompt and why the thesis is true and closes the essay without confusion.

Introduction: Every essay must have an introduction.  Without an introduction, an essay seems too abrupt and sped up, and does not introduce the reader to the essay.  An introduction should start off the essay with some prehistory of the time during the prompt’s question and time period, whether it tells what has led to the prompt or what is going on during the prompts timeline.  Without that, the reader is just going to look at the thesis and feel a little rushed or confused as to what has been happening to lead to the prompt’s question.
Thesis Statement: Without your thesis statement, you DO NOT have an essay because it is the stating of the theme, purpose, and argumentative view of the essay.  As stated in the introduction, it must come at the end of the introduction to transition the reader into your supporting paragraphs and facts, and must not be the first thing in the essay.  A Thesis statement must have a clear side, you need to be bold enough to let the reader know what you feel and prepare them for the side they are reading enough, but realistic enough that it can be proven.  Don’t write a bold thesis to be bold if you can’t prove it with facts and reasoning beyond emotional logic, it can have emotion, but don’t let pathos and emotion be the only proof of your side.  If your question has something to do with Slavery or Indian Affairs, sure, it was wrong the way we treated them, but if your essay and thesis only state that it is wrong on principle, the reader will not get your point and may not agree because you need to have facts.  DO NOT assume that the reader has any idea of what you are talking about. When you write your thesis, you must pretend that the reader is a little child or someone who has never heard of slavery or Indian affairs, you need to tell them all you know with facts, put it all down, but make sure that you don’t assume they are in your head.  

The Three Supporting Body Paragraphs:  The purpose of the three body paragraphs after an introduction and a thesis statement is to support your thesis and prove that your thesis is correct.  Whether you do each paragraph by time periods, or by chronology, each should be separated into three general subjects that will lead up to why the thesis is true. Once you have your thesis, you need to write down every relevant fact that will coincide with your prompt that may prove its validity or be associated with the prompt’s time period  and that will strengthen your argument.  If it does not help your cause, then don’t include it.  Another big mistake writers make in an essay is that they think that if they fill an essay with lots of facts and just facts that it will make the reader ignore the writing.  It is crucial to have facts, but if they are not relevant, or do not make sense with either the prompt, thesis, or paragraph it is in, than it will ruin the rest of the paper.  If you can’t think of a way for it to strengthen your argument do not use it.  It is important that the first sentence starts off the paragraph in a relevant way that will transition smoothly from the intro and then the next paragraph and next until the conclusion. The first and last sentences in the paragraph can be the most important because it will hint about what the paragraph is about and what the next one will be about.  It is very important to restate in each paragraph, directly or indirectly how it coincides with the thesis and it is important to make sure that you stay with the original thought of the thesis.  If you separate your facts into three sections for each body paragraph it will help you decide which facts are the most helpful and important and which ones will not do much.  Remember almost all of the facts are very good, but they also vary in their helpfulness depending on the issue and argument.  If you separate the facts into the three paragraphs (making sure you have an overall theme for each paragraph whether it is “Paragraph 1 will be about John Locke’s beliefs, Paragraph 2 will be on their effects on American politics and the world, and Paragraph 3 what they did with what they learned from his essays and how that influenced their road to revolution,” than it will help you separate your facts into areas where they will be the most helpful.) then you can have something to guide you as you write so you  don’t go off track.  A small note, an essay usually will want or need to have three body paragraphs between the intro and the conclusion, but it may vary to more or less depending on time limits and/or the subject, but a proper essay will usually have three paragraphs.
Conclusion:  The conclusion should end the paper with either a thought or an ending that may imply more but does not.  You don’t want the ending to confuse the reader, but to finalize your argument with something that leaves the reader wanting more.  A finishing thought about the situation usually makes a smooth ending, but the most important function of the conclusion is to finish the argument, with the ending conflicts or actions of the body paragraphs and a reinstating of its relevance to the thesis and you must state why this ties in with the thesis.  If it does not tie in and say “this is why this thesis is true…” than it is not a conclusion because it is supposed to finish your argument, you have spent a whole essay proving it and the conclusion states why your argument is correct.
It is really important to remember that the thesis will make the paper and that you need to make that the first priority. To write a good thesis, you need to know what the prompt is asking and which side you take in the argument.  Without the thesis, you have no paper so do all you can to make it ironclad.  It is important to remember that the reader will not be in your head as you write this so write this as you would to a child or grandparent or someone who has no idea about the subject you are writing about..  Tell them EVERYTHING you know, and use speech that is understandable but remember not to use slang.  Remember to organize your data so you can separate it into the three paragraphs that support your thesis and remember to tie in the thesis’s relevance to the paragraph so it stays consistent throughout the essay.  Remember facts are good but don’t overload to cover up what you have written because you don’t know what you are writing.  Make sure that everything ties in to the thesis.  Then conclude with why your thesis is correct and then smoothly finish your essay.
These rules will be very effective to help people write a good essay.  We all usually have all the information, but knowing how to organize and incorporate that information can be hard, so knowing easier methods can improve the quality of writing greatly.
