Paper Writing Tips
Objective: Your objective is to write a clear, concise essay. Your paper must make an argument, which you will synthesize into a thesis statement. Your body paragraphs will defend your argument, using information that you have learned in class, in the reading and through your research. Of course, you will provide a brief introductory paragraph that summarizes your paper and contains the thesis, and a brief concluding paragraph that restates the thesis.

This document will provide writing strategies and helpful tips to guide your crafting of a super-duper essay.

1. Paper Structure

a. Introductory Paragraph (4-5 concise sentences)

i. Tells the reader what you intend to discuss in the paper
ii. Get to the point!!! Do not write a long lead in.

iii. Have a solid topic sentence (1st sentence)

iv. Briefly introduce your two or three main points (2nd-4th sentences)
v. Thesis Statement (last sentence or two)
b. Thesis Statements
i. Should contain three things

1. Must make an argument 
2. Must give the reader some direction as to what your main points will be

3. Cannot be a statement of fact or an indefensible claim
ii. Take a Stand – Be decisive! Don’t take a middle of the road approach. The worst thing you can do is point out the positives of both sides of the argument.
iii. Descriptive v. Argumentative Thesis Statements

1. There are undesirable thesis statements that describe the question and there are good thesis statements that answer the question, but also provide a reason. The reader wants the student to focus on a reason and prove that line of thinking in the body paragraphs. 
2. Examples…. Here’s the question: Compare the expansionist foreign policies of Presidents Thomas Jefferson and James K. Polk.  To what extent did their policies strengthen the United States?
a. Descriptive Thesis: “Thomas Jefferson and James K. Polk were expansionist presidents whose foreign policies strengthened the United States.” (UNDESIRABLE)
i. Yes it answers the question and makes an argument (“foreign policies strengthened the United States”), but it provides no insight into why.
ii. There is nothing insightful about this, it simply parrots the question back to the reader.
iii. The reader really wants the student to focus in on a reason why.
b. Argumentative Thesis: “While Jefferson and Polk successfully expanded the borders of the United States, the sectional rivalry of slavery and displacement of indigenous people weakened the nation by compromising America’s founding principles of “all men are created equal.” (GOOD)
i. Answers the question: “Weakened the nation.”
ii. Tells the reader why: “compromising America’s founding principles.”
iii. Sets up the paper: The reader knows the student will discuss slavery issues in regards to expansion and Indian removal.
c. Argumentative Thesis: “The expansionist policies of Jefferson and Polk strengthened the United States in two ways: by expanding the executive boundaries of the Constitution and by embracing populist support to move westward.” (Good)
i. Answers the question: “strengthened the United States.”
ii. Tells the reader why: “expanding the President’s power” (executive boundaries) and “embracing populist support.’
iii. Sets up the paper: The reader knows the student will discuss the two points detailed in the thesis.
c. Body Paragraphs
i. Write your essay’s content in the same order that you presented it in the intro and thesis statement.
ii. Topic sentences: The first sentence in each body paragraph must summarize what you intend to discuss in that paragraph. Only after you do that should you begin introducing the content. 

d. Conclusion

i. Keep it brief.

ii. Restate your argument, but do not repeat the thesis word-for-word.

iii. Do not begin the paragraph saying “In conclusion.”

iv. Maybe two or three sentences. 
2. General tips regarding those things that I look for when grading essays. 
a. Verb Tense Consistency
i. Do not mix your verb tenses in your writing. 
1. For example… “Ida Tarbell criticized John Rockefeller when writing The History of the Standard Oil Company.”
2. “Criticized” is past tense, “when writing” is present progressive tense.
3. You would want to say, “Ida Tarbell criticized the John Rockefeller when she wrote The History of the Standard Oil Company.”
b. Avoid absolutes
i. Example: “The British had a volatile relationship with the Native Americans, but the French always treated the Native Americans fairly, which led to an amicable relationship between the two.” 
ii. This is a false statement. We can certainly cite instances where the French treated Native Americans poorly, particularly in the South along the Mississippi.

iii. Always say what you mean.
c. Avoid questions internally
i. Example – “French relationships with Native Americans were far more amicable than their British counterparts. Was it French dependence on Native American protection or perhaps French Catholic sensibilities that set them apart from the English? Evidence suggests that their small population influenced their behavior…” 

ii. Bag the question, get right to the point. You are supposed to make statements. 
d. Watch passive voice 
i. Do a find on "is, was, were, be, been, are." These are all indicators that you are being passive.
ii. Or, in Microsoft Word 2010, click on File ( Options (Proofing ( Under “When Correcting Spelling and Grammar in Word” click on “Settings” ( Make sure that “Passive Sentences” is checked. This will identify passive sentences. You must fix them. Run a spell check (Click Review ( Spelling & Grammar). At the end of the spell check Word provides you with “Readability Statistics.” Passive sentences should be at 0%. 
e. Semicolons

i. They connect two independent clauses. You could technically break them into two sentences. However, sometimes the ideas in the two clauses are closely linked and you want to forge a relationship between them. That’s when a semi-colon is useful.
1. For example, “American development of the Strategic Defense Initiative ultimately went nowhere; it seemed like a significant waste of funding.” 
2. Here’s another, “John Adams selected Thomas Jefferson to author the Declaration of Independence; this was an excellent choice as his writing eloquence was unmatched and his passion set the tone for American democracy.”

3. One more - You can use a semicolon to separate a list of items that require a comma. For example, “Abe Lincoln lived in Hodgenville, Kentucky; Spencer County, Indiana; and Springfield, Illinois.”
4. Here’s an example of when not to use one. “Perry’s victory at Lake Erie saved the United States from a crushing defeat in 1813. Halsey’s victory at Leyte Gulf was another great naval victory.” There is no relationship between Perry and Halsey. Two sentences are more appropriate here.
5. Another time to not use a semicolon is when you separate clauses with conjunctions. For example, “John Adams selected Thomas Jefferson to author the Declaration of Independence, but his first choice was Ben Franklin.” In this instance you want to use a comma. The conjunction defines the relationship between the clauses.

f. Verb Constructs

i. Do not break up your verb constructs.

ii. For example, “Lee had foolishly deployed his army to the center of Gettysburg battlefield to attack the Union center.” Placing an adverb in the middle of your verb construct is no good. Instead say,  “Lee foolishly had deployed his army to the center of Gettysburg battlefield to attack the Union center.”
g. Do not use contractions
i. Do a find on apostrophe when editing. Assess the validity of each use of apostrophes. If you are discussing possession, then the apostrophe is legitimate. However, this is a quick way to find those nasty contractions.
h. Do not end sentences in prepositions 
i. E.g., "The colonists coveted the land that the natives lived on." It is better to say, "The colonists coveted the land on which the natives lived." 
i. Do not use first or second person in your writing.

i. First Person: I, we, me, us, my, mine, our, ours

ii. Second Person: you, your, yours

iii. You can state your opinion without saying “I believe.”

iv. “I believe that Horatio Gates was a fraud of a general…” Instead, say, “Horatio Gates was a fraud of a general…”
j. Do not use direct quotes
i. If Jack Greene in his book Pursuits of Happiness states, “The Southern British colonies encouraged conflict among enemy Native American tribes to weaken their numbers and make British conquest simpler.”
ii. You must not directly quote what Greene wrote in this passage. Instead, put into your own words what Greene is arguing. You must however reference Greene, his book and the page number in your citations. It is your scholarly obligation. 
k. Referencing historical figures 
i. Refer to people using their first and last names when you first introduce them in your writing. After that, refer to them by their last name only. In rare events, you will need to qualify names throughout the writing if they share a last name (John and Sam Adams). Do not refer to historical figures by their first name only.

l. Avoid superlative language 
i. “Expansion westward spread the bounty of democracy across this beautiful land from sea to shining sea to make this nation, America, the greatest nation in the world”

ii. Good rule of thumb… if the national anthem starts playing in your head as you’re writing, you probably want to leave this off.

iii. It is distracting to the reader and the last thing you want an AP reader to be is distracted. It makes them rather irritable. Get to the point! 

m. Avoid slang or informal language

i. Example, “Sam Adams and his Sons of Liberty unruly mob action was wicked awesome.”
ii. Only in Boston can you use wicked in this fashion. 

iii. Again, distracting.

n. Mr. Schneider’s pet peeves…

i. Remove the word “basically” from your writing.

ii. Disrespect as a verb is informal. This is rubbish. 
1. E.g., "Cortez disrespected the Aztecs" 
2. Better way to say it… "Cortez treated the Aztecs with disrespect" 
iii. Impact as a verb is informal. This is drivel. 
1. E.g., "The colonists’ shoddy behavior negatively impacted their relationship with the Native Americans" 
2. A better way to say it…"The colonists’ shoddy behavior had a negative impact on their relationship with the Native Americans" 
