Introduction, Conclusion and Thesis Statement

Introductory and concluding paragraphs can often be the most thought-provoking elements of a paper, but they can also be the most challenging to compose. There is no right or wrong way to begin or end a paper just as there are no right or wrong ways to start conversations, but certain ways of thinking about introductions and conclusions can be helpful. Consider this passage from The Allyn & Bacon Handbook whenever you need a reminder of the thought process behind introductions and conclusions: 

The introduction and conclusion to a paper can be understood as a type of transition . . . At the beginning of a paper, the introduction serves as a transition by moving the reader from the world outside of your paper to the world within. At the end of the paper, the conclusion works in the opposite direction by moving readers from the world of your paper back to their own world . . .(151)

Thoughts Unique to Introductions

Why can't I just get started saying what I've got to say?
Introductions have two primary purposes:

a. They establish a frame of reference for the reader

The introduction should inform the reader of your paper's general topic, the interdisciplinary perspective you have adopted (whether you are writing as a student, a reporter, etc.) and the type of terminology, evidence and logic he or she can expect throughout the paper.

b. They invite the reader to continue reading the rest of the paper.

The introduction should provide necessary background information and grab his or her attention in order to direct it towards the thesis and the entire paper.


And just how am I supposed to do that?
a. Reveal your topic to your reader, and be sure that he or she will be able to anticipate your use of language, evidence and logic.

b. Use the introduction to provide necessary background information, which might include defining terms, giving a historical overview or informing the reader of a controversy.

c. If it is not necessary to provide background information on your subject, focus more on the introduction as a means of stimulating your reader's interest in the paper.

d. Once you have provided the necessary hints and background information and have gained the interest of your reader, manipulate his or her interest towards your thesis, generally the last sentence of the introductory paragraph.

Thoughts Unique to Conclusions

I've said everything. What's left?
At its most basic level, a concluding paragraph serves as a summary of the writing preceding it. In most cases, however, you will want to move beyond summation; you will want to expand on your thesis by revealing the ways in which your paper's thesis might have significance in the world outside it. (Recall the quote at the beginning of this handout: conclusions move "readers from the world of your paper back to their own world . . .") A conclusion should strive to answer questions readers logically raise--"Why are you telling me this? Why do you think I need to understand your main point?"

I suppose now you're going to tell me how to go about this glorious task?
But, of course . . . 
You should avoid only summarizing, but if your conclusion requires some summary, avoid repeating, word-for-word, a statement you have made earlier in the paper.
In an effort to go beyond summary, it might be helpful to think of your conclusion as something that might . . . 

· place the paper in a larger context 

· serve as a call for action 

· set forth a warning or hypothesis 

· intentionally complicate the issues you have already introduced 

· raise a question or questions 

· introduce a relevant quote 

· tell an appropriate anecdote 

Thesis Statement

A thesis statement in an essay is a sentence that explicitly identifies the purpose of the paper or previews its main ideas. The thesis is usually considered the most important sentence of your essay because it outlines the central purpose of your essay in one place. A good thesis will link the subject of an essay with a controlling idea. Consider, for example, the following thesis:

People in the past spent a great deal of effort protecting themselves from witches.

Subject: people feared witches

Controlling Idea: people spent a great deal of effort protecting themselves

1. A thesis statement is an assertion, not a statement of fact or an observation. 

· Fact or observation: People use many lawn chemicals. 

· Thesis: People are poisoning the environment with chemicals merely to keep their lawns clean. 

2. A thesis takes a stand rather than announcing a subject. 

· Announcement: The thesis of this paper is the difficulty of solving our environmental problems. 

· Thesis: Solving our environmental problems is more difficult than many environmentalists believe.

3. A thesis is the main idea, not the title. It must be a complete sentence that explains in some detail what you expect to write about. 

· Title: Social Security and Old Age. 

· Thesis: Continuing changes in the Social Security System makes it almost impossible to plan intelligently for one's retirement.

4. A thesis statement is narrow, rather than broad. If the thesis statement is sufficiently narrow, it can be fully supported. 

· Broad: The American steel industry has many problems. 

· Narrow: The primary problem if the American steel industry is the lack of funds to renovate outdated plants and equipment.

5. A thesis statement is specific rather than vague or general. 

· Vague: Hemingway's war stories are very good. 

· Specific: Hemingway's stories helped create a new prose style by employing extensive dialogue, shorter sentences, and strong Anglo-Saxon words.

6. A thesis statement has one main point rather than several main points. More than one point may be too difficult for the reader to understand and the writer to support. 

· More than one main point: Stephen Hawking's physical disability has not prevented him from becoming a world-renowned physicist, and his book is the subject of a movie. 

· One Main point: Stephen Hawking's physical disability has not prevented him from becoming a world renowned physicist.

Developing a thesis statement:

What follows is a method for writing thesis statements that many writers have found useful (we found it in Chapter 3 of The Allyn & Bacon Handbook). 

1. Decide what you are writing about: 

A clear, concise thesis statement does more than outline the subject in question; it makes the reader aware of the writer's stand on the subject in question, connecting a subject with a controlling idea. 

2. Think about all the elements your paper will deal with: 

A thesis generally consists of a subject that contains within itself a number of smaller facts; the topic sentence of each paragraph that makes up the body of the paper should refer (in some clear way) back to the ideas contained within the thesis statement in order to keep the paper from digressing. 

3. Think about the purpose and tone of your paper: 

A thesis statement should contain the main point of the paper and suggest to the reader a direction that the paper will take in exploring, proving, or disproving that main point. 

4. State your main point in a sentence or two: 

A good writer can assert the main idea of a short, coherent essay briefly. Instead of rambling, be as straightforward as possible. 

5. Revise your thesis as you develop your paper: 

A final version of a thesis statement will only be available after a draft of the paper it is a part of has been completed. The focus of the paper may change and evolve over the period it is written in; necessarily, the thesis statement should be revised to reflect the alterations in the paper. 

Few writers finish a paper writing about the exact topic they begin with. While you write a paper, your main point may change. As you're finishing, make sure your thesis statement has changed along with the subject and controlling ideas of your paper.
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