Writing a Thesis Statement
 and Other Terrifically Useful Tips
What is a Thesis Statement?
The Thesis statement is that sentence or two in the beginning of your paper that explains the focus of your essay.

Do all papers have a Thesis Statement?

Many good essays do not have a clear thesis statement.  For example, narrative essays usually only have an implied thesis statement.  Writing about an event or telling a story does not always require the reader to know what the objective of the story is.

When do I need a Thesis Statement?

When you are writing an essay meant to communicate information or meant to persuade, the lack of a thesis statement may allow the paper to wander off course.  It is important to remember that when you try to do too much, you end up doing less or nothing at all.

For Example, can you write a good paper about the effects of pollution on the world’s oceans? At best, your paper would be very long and too scattered with relevant topics.  Can you write a good paper on the effects of pollution in the Pacific Ocean?  Well, that narrows down the topic a bit, but it is still an awfully big topic.  How about writing a paper on the effects of pollution on the ocean off Hermosa Beach?  Right, you could find specific information about your area.  This would still be a big assignment for a composition class.  How about limiting your thesis to the effects of storm drain run-off on the ocean between Herondo and the Pier?  That would be a more manageable paper.  It is not a matter of being lazy; it is a matter of limiting your discussion to the work that can be accomplished within a certain number of pages.

What if my Thesis Statement changes in the middle of my paper?

This can happen.  In fact your thesis statement should remain flexible until the paper is actually finished.  It should be one of the last things you fiddle with within the rewriting process.  While writing your paper, you may discover new information that needs to be included in your thesis statement, or that even changes your thesis statement all together.

Where should  my Thesis Statement go?

The thesis statement usually appears near the beginning of your paper.  It can be the first sentence of the essay, but that is usually an unexciting beginning.  It more frequently appears at or near the end of the first paragraph or two.

How should I word my Thesis statement?

The biggest piece of advice here is to avoid announcing the thesis statement.  For example, do not write, “The purpose of this paper is …” or “In this paper, I will attempt to …” If necessary, write out your thesis statement that way the first time; it might help you determine, in fact, that this is your thesis statement.  But when you rewrite your paper, eliminate those phrases.

GENERAL THESIS STATEMENT TIPS:

· A THESIS STATEMENT GENERALLY CONSISTS OF TWO PARTS:  YOUR TOPIC, AND THEN THE EXPLANATION THAT YOU ARE MAKING ABOUT THE TOPIC.
· IN SOME KINDS OF WRITING, SUCH AS NARRATIVES OR DESCRIPTIONS, A THESIS STATEMENT IS LESS IMPORTANT, BUT YOU STILL MAY WANT TO PROVIDE SOME KIND OF STATEMENT TO GUIDE YOUR READERS.
· A THESIS STATEMENT IS A VERY SPECIFIC STATEMENT…IT SHOULD COVER ONLY WHAT YOU WANT TO DISCUSS IN YOUR PAPER AND BE SUPPORTED WITH SPECIFIC EVIDENCE.
· GENERALLY, A THESIS STATEMENT APPEARS AT THE END OF THE FIRST PARAGRAPH.
· YOU CAN THINK OF A THESIS AS A MAP OR A GUIDE BOTH FOR YOURSELF AND YOUR AUDIENCE.  THIS IS WHY IT IS OFTEN VERY USEFUL TO DRAW A PICTURE OR CHART OF YOUR IDEAS AND HOW THEY ARE CONNECTED TO EACH OTHER TO GET YOU STARTED.
· AS YOU WRITE, REVISE YOUR PAPER.  IT’S OK TO CHANGE YOUR THESIS STATEMENT…SOMETIMNES YOU DON’T DISCOVER WHAT YOU REALLY WANT TO SAY ABOUT A TOPIC UNTIL YOU HAVE STARTED (OR FINISHED) WRITING.
· JUST MAKE SURE THAT YOUR THESIS STATEMENT ACCURATELY SHOWS WHAT WILL HAPPEN IN YOUR PAPER.
Are there different kinds of Thesis Statements?

Three brief examples of thesis statements include analytical statements, expository statements, and argumentative statements.

Analytical Thesis Statements:  This is used for a paper when you are breaking down parts of an issue, evaluating the issue or idea, and presenting the breakdown and evaluation for the reader.  An analytical thesis statement will explain:

1. what you are analyzing

2. the parts of your analysis

3. the order in which you are presenting your analysis
Example:  An analysis of barn own flight behavior reveals two kinds of flight patterns: patterns related to hunting and patterns related to courtship.

Questions to ask yourself when writing an analytical thesis statement:

1. What did I analyze?

2. What did I discover in my analysis?

3. How can I categorize my analysis?

4. In what order should I present my discoveries?

Expository (Explanatory) Thesis Statements:  In this type of paper, you are explaining something to your audience.  An expository statement will tell your audience:

1. what you are going to explain to them

2. the categories you are using to organize your explanation

3. the order in which you will be presenting your categories

Example:  The lifestyles of barn owls include hunting for insects and animals, building nests, and raising their young.

Questions to ask yourself when writing an expository thesis statement:

1. What am I trying to explain?
2. How can I categorize my explanation into different parts?
3. In what order should I present the different parts of my explanation?
Argumentative Thesis Statement:  In an argumentative paper, you are making a claim about a topic and justifying this claim with reasons and evidence.  This claim could be an opinion, a proposed change in policy (rules), an evaluation, a cause-and-effect statement, or an interpretation.  However, this claim must be a statement that people could possibly disagree with, because the goal of your paper is to convince your audience that your claim is true based on your presentation of your reasons and evidence.  An augmentative thesis statement will tell your audience:

1. your claim, or assertion
2. the reasons/evidence that supports this claim
3. the order in which you will be presenting your reasons and evidence
Questions to ask yourself when writing an argumentative thesis statement:

1. What is my claim or assertions?
2. What are the reasons I have to support my claim or assertion?
3. In what order should I present my reasons?
What are some techniques I can use to get the reader’s attention?
First of all, you need to remember that it is impossible to write anything that will interest everybody.  Professional writers usually use one of five basic patterns to grab a reader’s interest.  These patterns of introductions can give a lift to your writing.  Practice them.  Try using two or three different patterns for your introductory paragraph and see which introductory paragraph is best.  It is often a matter of knowing who your audience is.  Do not forget, though, that your introductory paragraph should also include your thesis statement to let your reader know what your topic is and what you are going to say about that topic.
1. Historical Review:  Some topics are better understood if a brief historical review of the topic is presented.  It is important to keep in mind that the historical review must be brief so that it does not take over the paper.

2. Anecdotal:  An anecdote is a little story.  Everyone loves to listen to stories.  You may begin a paper by relating a small story that leads into the topic of your paper.  Your story should be a small episode, not a full blown story with plot, characters and setting.  Again remember that this should be part of an introduction, not the paper.

3. Surprising Statement:  A surprising statement is a favorite introductory technique.  Statements that surprise can be shocking, joyful, disgusting, or surprising because of who said it.  Even though this is a fun approach, make sure that you don’t overuse this technique.

4. Famous Person:  People like to know what celebrities say and do.  Dropping the name of a famous person at the beginning of a paper usually gets the reader’s attention.  Of course, bringing up this person’s name must be relevant to the topic.

5. Declarative:  This technique is commonly used, but it must be carefully used.  In this pattern, the writer simply states straight out what the topic of the paper is going to be about.  It is the technique that most student writers use with only moderate success.  

Things not to do in an introductory paragraph:

· Do not apologize.  Never suggest that you don’t know what you’re talking about or that you are not enough of an expert.  Avoid phrases like:  I’m not sure about this, but…

· Do not announce your intentions in phrases such as: In this paper I will…The purpose of this essay is to …

· Do not use a dictionary or encyclopedia definition.  Although definitions are extremely useful and might serve your purpose, you need to develop your own definitions later in the essay.  This is a boring way to get into a paper.

· Finally, don’t waste precious words.  Get in to your essay.  Move confidently.
What is the Five-Paragraph Essay?

A classic format for compositions is the five-paragraph essay.  It is not the only way you can present a paper, of course, but it is a useful model you can use as you are beginning to expand your writing skills.  The three basic parts of the essay are the introduction, body, and conclusion.

What is the Introduction?

This is the beginning of your paper.  It needs to get your reader involved right away.  Introductory paragraphs should also include your thesis statement, a kind of mini-outline for the paper that tells the reader what the essay is about.  The last sentence of this paragraph must also contain a transitional “hook” which moves the reader to the first paragraph of the body of the paper.

What needs to be included in the body?

The first paragraph of the body should contain the strongest argument, most significant example, cleverest illustration, or an obvious beginning point.  The first sentence of this paragraph should include the “reverse hook” which ties in the transitional hook at the end of the introductory paragraph.  The topic for this paragraph should be in the first or second sentence and should relate to the thesis statement.  The last sentence in this paragraph should include a transitional hook to tie in the second paragraph of the body.

So what goes into the second paragraph of the body?

This paragraph should contain the second strongest argument, second most significant example, second cleverest illustration or an obvious follow up on the first paragraph in the body. Once again, the first sentence should include the reverse hook which ties into the transitional hook from the previous paragraph.  The topic for this paragraph should also be found in the first or second sentence and clearly relate to the thesis statement.  The final sentence should include the next transitional hook to lead us toward the third paragraph.

Is the third paragraph of the body just the same?

This paragraph contains the weakest argument, example, illustration, or obvious follow up to the second paragraph.  The format is just the same as in the second paragraph except for the final sentence.  This last sentence should include a transitional concluding hook that signals the reader that this is the final major point being made in the paper.  This hook also leads into the last or concluding paragraph.

How do I write an effective conclusion?

This paragraph should include the following:  a restatement of the thesis statement, using some of the original language (make sure that it does not duplicate the thesis statement, though), a summary of the three main points from the body of the paper, a final statement that shares an insight into the central point you were trying to make and also signal to the reader that the discussion has come to an end.
