Definitions:

· A thesis is a summary in a single sentence of what the writer wants to say


about his or her subject.

· A thesis helps us define and express what we want to say.

· A thesis makes an assertion about the main idea that you will

develop in your writing. 

· In a sense, the thesis summarizes your conclusion about your subject


and your view about it.

· An effective thesis is derived from the material you work with and


makes a compelling statement about the material.

· The thesis is the basic stand you take, the opinion you express,


the point you make about your limited subject.

· It’s the controlling idea, tying together and giving direction to all


other separate elements in your paper.


A second phase of defining thesis or thesis statement includes description of what a thesis is and is not.  (Much of the information that follows is adapted from Joseph Alvarez’s Elements of Composition).  An effective thesis is marked by five qualities: it is limited, it is precise, it is unified, it takes a stand, and it matters.  
It is limited: This quality implies that the thesis narrows the subject down to manageable proportions, often focusing on a specific aspect of the subject.  A thesis must limit the scope of an essay to what can be discussed in detail in the space available, into the length of the paper as assigned.  It will not be merely a title; instead, it will give the focus of the paper.







	Broad
	Limited

	The Olympics
	The Olympic games are hypocritical nonsense. 

	Schools are failing to educate our children.
	Students today test lower in reading than their parents did.

	Professional athletes are overpaid.
	The salaries of baseball players bear little relation to their skill.


It is precise: This quality means that the thesis lends itself to only one interpretation.  The key is to use specific words that clearly express what you want to say.  Words like interesting, colorful, exciting, unusual, or unique are too vague for a good thesis.  
	Vague
	Specific

	People are too selfish.
	Human selfishness is seen at its worst during rush hour.

	New York is an interesting city to visit.
	The New York theatre is overrated.

	Vitamin C is good for you.
	Large doses of vitamin C help fight colds.


It is unified.  This quality is one of the more obvious—-the unified thesis expresses a single governing idea.  A good thesis may sometimes include a secondary idea if it is strictly subordinated to the major one, but without that subordination, the writer will have too many important ideas to handle, and the structure of the paper will suffer.

	Not Unified
	Unified

	Nuclear power plants pose health hazards to the community and create problems of waste disposal
	Nuclear power plants pose health hazards to the community.

	The new health program is excellent, but it has several drawbacks, and it should be run only an experimental basis for two or three years.
	The new health program should be run only on an experimental basis for two or three years.


An effective thesis takes a stand: It is not merely an announcement nor can it be only a statement of absolute fact.  Rather it expresses the writer’s point of view or claim about or stance or attitude toward the subject.

	Weak
	Effective

	The income tax structure
	The income tax structure favors the rich at the expense of the poor.

	One out of two marriages ends in divorce.
	The current high divorce rate is destroying the traditional nuclear family.



An effective thesis matters: This quality requires that the subject be engaging enough to be 
worth writing about—and reading about.  The claim for the paper needs to “matter” most to you as 
writer.  An interesting subject not only engages the reader, but also prods the writer to explore his or her
ideas about it, making the writing process a learning process as well.  Thus, the thesis should help 
establish a “so what” for the paper.  What is it that is really of value for you as writer and for others as 
readers to discuss?
The Interpretive Critical Essay:  This is the most common type of essay students do; the main question you ask is "What does this text mean?"  A critical essay always raises questions about meaning.  To write a descriptive essay is to address the question: How does this work transmit meaning?  To write an evaluative essay is to ask: Why is it worthwhile to think about this text's meaning?  And to write an interpretive essay is to ask: What does this work mean?  How you find and present a meaning will depend on the strategy of interpretation you choose to apply.

Steps to Help You Develop Your Essay:

1. Take notes--underline, highlight, star, or in some way mark all the passages that interest you.

2. Use your journal--this is an ideal source of inspiration

3. Ask questions--"watch yourself reading," mark the parts of the text which you find moving, persuasive, confusing, or difficult.  Write out your questions as they occur--these can lead to a thesis.

4. Look at the text's form--try to analyze the structure and see if it offers some significance.

5. Look for familiar moves--Identify the literary conventions of the text.  Ask yourself where you've seen these conventions before.  If the work you are studying is either remarkably conventional or noticeably unconventional, this could lead to a thesis.

6. Interpret figures of speech--think about the imagery or figurative language used in the text.  What symbolic patterns emerge?  What are the vehicle or the tenor of the metaphors you find?  Is there any way to read the text as an allegory for ideas it doesn't mention directly?

7. Look up unfamiliar words--Especially with poetry and especially if the work was written before the twentieth century, it's key for you to understand the meanings of the words or the sense in which the words are used.

Formulating the Essay: 

1. Make connections--look for patterns
2. Create a thesis--identify a "So what?"

3. Generate some ideas
4. Formulate a thesis

5. Organize the essay--shape your argument, build in transitions, don't suppress conflict

Some General Points

1. Titles of books are underlined or put in italics

2. Titles of short stories, individual chapters, or whatever is the smaller unit, like a song on an album, are put in quotation marks.

3. Avoid the word “one” or doing direct address of your audience saying “You”; in these essays you may use first person pronoun, “I”; the caution is don’t overuse “I”—this is your essay, so you don’t need to say “I think” “I feel” “in my opinion” or “I believe”

4. Use specific examples from the novel, but don’t summarize.  You are using the specific examples to prove a point, but you don’t need to “retell” the story.  

5. Use MLA documentation style.  That means that when you quote, immediately following what you have quoted you put a parenthesis (  ) that has the number of the page where you located the quote.  Here’s an example from A Girl Named Disaster, 
“She was close to the spirit world, and everyone respected her for it” (3).
The period follows the citation if you are going on with the text.  IF you are using the long quote format, though because you have a longer quotation, you will indent your text 10 spaces from each margin; you will not use quotation marks since the indentation is the sign of the quote; and the citation will follow the period.  Longer quotations are generally over two lines of text.

6. For the literary analysis papers in this class you should be “staying with the novel” and not going to outside sources.  Immediately following your first quotation, you should put the following:

(#, this and all other quotations in this paper are taken from A Girl Named Disaster by Nancy Farmer)

7. After you’ve made this full reference, all you need in the parenthesis is a number.  You do not put p. or pp.

8. While an occasional reference to “we” or “readers” is ok, again, a caution.  You really can’t speak for or know what all readers think or feel about the novel, so once more, simply make assertive statements and back these up with evidence and analysis of your point.

9. Use present tense verbs when discussing events in the novel—for example, Nhamo constantly searches for a mother figure.  Or One of Kate’s more powerful weapons is her ability to convince Miro that Artkin is his real father.

10. Unless you know an author personally, it is not appropriate to use the author’s first name.  In the first reference you might use both first and last name, but after that use the author’s last name.
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