Ten Tips for Better Grades on Research, Argument, Critical Analysis, and       Personal Essay Papers

Tip # 1:  Worry about your audience.  Worry that they may get lost in your paper.  Worry that they may not understand what you’re trying to say.  According to John Trimble, good writers—writers who are concerned about their audience—understand that “their chief job is to communicate” with their audience.[footnoteRef:1]  E.B. White, writing about his co-author Will Strunk, says it even better: [1:  Trimble’s book Writing with Style is a must read for anyone interested in improving their writing.  Strunk and White’s The Elements of Style and Joseph Williams’ Style: Ten Lessons in Clarity and Grace are also excellent.  All three books are short and actually fun to read.] 


All through The Elements of Style one finds evidences of the author’s deep sympathy for the reader.  Will felt that the reader was in serious trouble most of the time, a man floundering in a swamp, and that it was the duty of anyone attempting to write English to drain this swamp quickly and get his man up on dry ground, or at least throw him a rope.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  “Will Strunk.” Essays of E.B. White. New York: Harper and Row, 1977. 261.] 


Payoff:  The moment you focus on your reader rather than on yourself, your writing will improve.  This is a major shift in perspective that bad writers never make.

Tip # 2:  Your goal in communicating with your audience should be to grab your reader by the collar and pull him through your paper from one word to the next, from your first sentence to your last, from your opening paragraph to your conclusion.

Payoff: If you have this goal in mind, your word choice will almost magically become more engaging, your sentences more compelling, your paragraphs more coherent, and your paper more interesting.

Tip # 3:  Within an assignment’s guidelines, write about something that interests you.  Not surprisingly, if you have passion for a subject, it is much easier to write about it.

Payoff: If you are interested in your topic, chances are your reader will find it interesting as well because your passion will come through in your writing.

Tip # 4: A good research, argument, or critical analysis paper always, always, has a strong thesis statement.  Always.  

Payoff: A strong thesis statement will organize your paper and will guarantee that your audience will not get lost in your paper.  Bad papers invariably have a weak or no thesis statement. (For a good discussion of thesis statements see http://english.byu.edu/writingcenter/handouts/OrganizationStructure/thesisstatements.htm) 
Tip # 5: The purpose of the paragraphs after the thesis statement is to support and prove your thesis.

Payoff: If you understand this principle, you will be able to weed out unrelated and extraneous information from your paper, leaving only that which supports your thesis and advances your argument or analysis.
Tip #6: Virtually every paragraph in a well-written paper should begin with a good topic sentence that tells the reader what that paragraph is about.

Payoff: As with strong thesis statements, good topic sentences help organize your paper; that is, if you understand that a topic sentence controls the content of a paragraph, you will be less likely to write about unrelated matter in that paragraph, a practice that leads to incoherent paragraphs.  (For more on topic sentences and paragraphing, see http://www.indiana.edu/~wts/pamphlets/paragraphs.shtml and http://english.byu.edu/writingcenter/handouts/OrganizationStructure/paragraphunity.htm) 

Tip #7: The substance of each paragraph in a well-written paper should support the idea in the topic sentence for that paragraph.  Think of it this way: Each topic sentence is a mini-thesis statement, and the other sentences in the paragraph help prove or support that mini-thesis.

Payoff: One last time: Your audience/reader will not get lost in a paper organized by a thesis statement that is supported by paragraphs with topic sentences that are in turn supported by the content of the relevant paragraph.  And if your reader just happens to be your professor, your efforts at organizing your paper will be reflected in your grade.  Here’s an outline[footnoteRef:3] that illustrates this organizational principle: [3:  From Writing Arguments by John Ramage and John Bean, with minor modifications.] 


Introductory Paragraph: Should grab your audience’s attention.

Thesis Statement: The university should not provide carpets for the dorms because students want to decorate their own rooms, carpet is expensive, and students might damage them.  
I. Topic sentence: Many students want the freedom to decorate their rooms in their own way.  
A. University carpets would be ugly. (Points A and B support the topic sentence.)
B. Many students have their own carpets and their own decorating style.
II. Topic Sentence: Carpeting the dorms would be too expensive.
A. Initial cost would be high. (Points A and B support the topic sentence.)
B. Cost of upkeep would be high.
III. Topic Sentence: Students might incur hefty costs for repairing any damage they cause.
A. Shaving cream fights, pizza parties, etc. could lead to major expenses. (Points A through B.2. support the topic sentence.)
B. Carpet is very expensive to replace once it is damaged.
1. Carpet is hard to patch.
2. Whole room must be carpeted.
IV. Conclusion

The first part of the thesis sentence is an assertion, and the second part is a road map for the paper.  The three elements in the road map refer to the three topic sentences in the outline.  Your thesis statement will usually come at the end of your introductory paragraph.  Sometimes you may need two or more paragraphs to support one topic sentence.  Often you will have more than three topic sentences.  This outline is just an example, not a straight jacket.

Tip # 8: Do not begin writing your paper until your library research or your analysis of a text or your brainstorming on an idea has reached critical mass.  In other words, until you have done the work necessary to completely understand the topic of your paper—until you have become an expert on that topic—you won’t feel ready to write.  Once you have done the necessary work, writing your paper will be much easier.

Payoff:  You know how it feels to write a paper when you have only a vague understanding of the topic: You can’t think of a good thesis.  You can’t organize your paper around your ideas because you have no ideas.  You invariably pad your sentences and paragraphs with meaningless words and ramblings because you have to meet a page limit, and you don’t know enough to fill that many pages.  On the other hand, if you refuse to begin a paper until you have done the research and thinking to reach critical mass in your understanding of the topic, these problems go away. 

I’m convinced that when students say they don’t like to write, what they’re actually saying is “I don’t like to write because I have nothing to say.” In other words, they don’t like to write because they haven’t done the necessary research or brain storming to have something to write about. The solution?  Do the research and/or brainstorming before you write, and you’ll discover that the writing part is much more enjoyable.    

Tip # 9: Revise, revise, revise.  Good writing doesn’t just happen.  Good writing takes place in the revision stage.  Revision entails more than simply doing spell check on your computer.  Revision means moving paragraphs around, cutting needless words, cleaning up punctuation, eliminating awkward sentences, and finding the right, the precise word that conveys your meaning.  Here are some tips within this tip:
	
1. Read your paper out loud.  It’s amazing what your ear can pick up that your eyes miss.
2. Have your roommate read your paper with pencil in hand, so she can mark places where she gets lost or sentences that don’t make sense.
3. Visit the Writing Center in 4026 JKB.  The students on staff are there to help you, and they charge nothing for their services.
4. It should be self-evident, but to do all of this, you need to start your paper early.  In short, don’t wait until the last minute to begin writing.

Tip # 10: To repeat, don’t forget your audience.  Good writing is all about wanting to communicate with your audience.  Bad writers don’t care about doing that.  Good writers do.

Payoff: You’ll become a good writer, and you’ll get better grades on your papers. 

Bonus Tip:  Good writers always have a good English handbook at their side when they write, so they can answer their grammar, usage, and punctuation questions as they write.  You should too.  If you don’t have a good handbook, buy one or visit BYU’s Online Writing Center at http://english.byu.edu/writingcenter/index.htm.

[bookmark: _GoBack]© Gregory Taggart

