
Essay Writing: a Quick Overview  Mr. Albert

 

How to Write an Introduction: 

The introduction should: 

 grab people’s attention,  

 set the context or situation for the topic you are writing about,  

 and state a specific thesis that you will support in your paper. 

Remember, you don’t have to spell out everything that will appear in your paper, just introduce it.   

 

           Example 1: The Funnel Method (appeal to logic): 

 

Smoking tobacco has been around worldwide for thousands of years as 

an integral part of various cultures from Native American to Arabic to Asian.  

The role of smoking, however, has changed dramatically over the years.  Due in 

part to manufacturing advances and marketing, smoking tobacco has changed 

in the past century or so from a cultural practice to an unhealthy phenomenon 

that threatens the health and the economy of subsequent generations.  

Tobacco production may have been important to our economy at one time, but 

the increased costs in health care that we now know it causes far outweigh any 

revenue it creates and dictate that tobacco use be curtailed in order to save 

both our economy and our health. 

 

Example 2: Imagery (appeal to emotion): 

  Imagine stepping outside after a stressful day at work, lighting up a 

cigarette and taking that first relaxing puff.  Your shoulders relax and drop.  You can 

see captions running across your memory of the day: copier repair, $325; forgotten 

lunch, $7; overnight mailing of your late report, $22; cigarette at the end of a tough 

day, priceless.  But it’s not priceless.  That cigarette will cost you and innocent 

bystanders thousands of dollars in taxes to pay for your healthcare and Medicaid as 

well as your Social Security and early retirement due to health issues.  It will cost you 

the ability to walk up your own steps without oxygen, and perhaps even contribute 

to your grandchild’s asthma.  Cigarettes do not just cause early death, they lower 

your quality of life and economic stability as well as that of those around you: 

innocent bystanders and innocent taxpayers. 

The first sentence is the most 

general and eye-catching 

Gradually get more 

specific as you introduce 

the context and build up 

to the thesis. 

The thesis then lists 

the specific effects 

argued in your paper 

– cost and health. 

Start by painting an eye-

catching image that will 

draw your reader in and 

introduce the topic. 

Transition and get 

more specific about 

the topic 

Bam! Hit them with 

the thesis listing 

specific effects. 
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Example 3: The Question (use sparingly and with introspective topics) 

Just how much does a cigarette cost?  Twenty-five cents for a premium 

cigarette, half that for a generic brand, hardly seems like a reason to quit.  What if it 

cost the use of one of your feet due to gout, would it still be worth it.  Perhaps the 

use of one of your lungs due to Emphysema would be cost enough to justify quitting?  

How about $10,000 a year in prescription medications for the last seven years of 

your life, would that cost be more accurate?  Smoking does not just affect the 

smoker, it affects the tax payer who will inevitably pay for part of his health care, the 

child who will struggle with asthma, and the grandchild who will have one less person 

with whom to share his graduation.  Smoking affects everyone.  The true costs of 

smoking are a strained economy and health care system, both of which work to 

reduce the quality of all of our lives. 

 

Literary Writing: 

 Introductions for literary analysis follow a similar format.  Your goal is to get the reader’s attention by 

provocatively introducing your argument while establishing context.  Typically 3-5 sentences is sufficient for 

this paragraph, though more complex arguments and lengthy essays may support a slightly longer 

introduction.  Just like the previous examples, a literary analysis will often focus on the effects of a certain 

device or strategy employed by the author.  Use one of the openers from above, such as imagery or funnel, or 

preview your strongest point, then transition into your thesis, which should include the following three parts: 

Context + verb + device or strategy + strong verb + analysis 

Context = author and title – no pronouns.  If you have already established this, use the author’s last name. 

Device or Strategy: You may wish to talk about technical literary devices such as metonymy, apostrophe, 

metafiction, etc. but you don’t have to.  Seemingly simple things like selection of detail and perspective are 

also strategies.  The important part is not to go device finding – here’s a symbol, here’s imagery, etc. – but to 

talk about their effects and the ideas presented in the work as a whole, i.e. the analysis. 

Analysis: Here’s the important part.  Here’s where you break down the story behind the story.   Some call it 

theme or message.  Identifying the literary elements and strategies is the HOW, analysis is the WHY. 

Examples: 

In the novel Pride and Prejudice, Jane Austen uses the caricatures of Mr. Collins and Mrs. Bennett to 

highlight the fickleness of class worship and marrying for money in nineteenth century England. 

The novel Middlesex by Jeffrey Eugenides traces the history of an intersex protagonist to explore the 

artificiality and narrowness with which we approach gender constructs in our society.       

Start with a question 

that demands attention, 

promotes thought, and 

introduces the topic. 

Transition and 

get more specific 

about the topic. 

 
Answer the question in a 

specific thesis listing the 

specific effects. 



Essay Writing: a Quick Overview  Mr. Albert

 

How to Structure an Essay: 

Introduction:  Purpose -- catches the reader’s attention, introduces your topic, and builds up to your thesis.  This 
can be shorter than your body paragraphs, 3-5 sentences, for example. 

Start with an attention grabber, also known as a hook or motivator that introduces the concept you are 
going to cover.  This could be a general statement from which you get more specific, a question, a 

powerful image, etc. 

 

Explain the situation or context – build up to a specific thesis 

 

Thesis: This is the claim you want your paper to 
prove.  Include a few specifics such as literary 
devices, specific causes, specific effects, etc. 

Body paragraph: transition from your introduction and begin incorporating supporting details and performing a 
close reading of the original text or situation.  

Topic sentence:  

Support: example, quote, etc. 

Warrant: develop and analyze your support  

Support: example, quote, etc. 

Warrant: develop and analyze your support  

Closing sentence: anticipate and transition into your next paragraph 

Continue this idea for as many body paragraphs as it takes to adequately prove your 
argument and exhaust your support 

Conclusion: a reflection of your introduction  

     Restate thesis (not word for word – just drive home 
the points you made in your paper 

   Return to attention grabber (optional) if it works to drive home your 
claim 

    Opinion/call to action: leave the reader thinking or motivated to do something (answer the 
question “so what?”) 

 



Essay Writing: a Quick Overview  Mr. Albert

 

4 
 

Using Quotations in Your Essay 
 
YOUR ESSAY IS YOUR ARGUMENT:  Quotations should support your argument, not make it for you.  
Quotations should fit into your argument, not appear out of thin air or seem obtrusive. 
 
DON’T OVERUSE QUOTATIONS OR LET QUOTATIONS OVERPOWER YOUR VOICE: Quote only 
sentences, passages, or words that are especially succinct, memorable, or powerful. Save direct 
quotations for brilliant comments, controversial statements, certain statistics, and personal testimony 
that you believe will strengthen your argument. 
NEVER DROP A QUOTATION IN YOUR ESSAY OUT OF THIN AIR! Always integrate quotations into your 
text. In other words, you must use your own words to introduce a quotation.  
 

MAINTAINING A SMOOTH SENTENCE STYLE 
In order to make your own writing flow as smoothly as possible, it's usually best to use only an effective 
part of a quotation as part of one of your own sentences. So instead of boring your reader with this: 
The narrator says, "Who can even imagine me looking a strange white man in the eye?" (232),  

Write something like this: 
The narrator asks if anyone could imagine her "looking a strange white man in the eye" (232).  
 

And this: 
At one point the mother says, "I used to think [Dee] hated Maggie, too" (233),  

is not as good an integration as this: 
At one point the mother admits that she "used to think [Dee] hated Maggie, too" (233).  

 

PREPARING FOR AND FOLLOWING UP ON A QUOTATION 
To integrate a quotation properly within a paragraph, a good writer usually writes one sentence to 
introduce the quotation, a second sentence that includes the quotation, and a third sentence to 
comment on the significance of the quotation. Here are some examples: 
 

ORIGINAL: The shadow of a cloud moved across the field of grain and she saw the river through the 
trees. 
 

SMOOTHLY INTEGRATED QUOTATION: Hemingway uses the image of a momentary darkness to suggest 
the woman's growing disillusionment. After her quarrel with the man, "[t]he shadow of a cloud moved 
across the field of grain" (21).  A similar shadow gradually develops over their relationship. 
 

CHANGING OR ADDING WORDS WITHIN A QUOTATION: Use brackets to indicate any changes you 
make to quotations while fitting them into your sentences (for reasons of style, grammatical 
consistency, verb agreement, general understanding, etc). Look again at the above change of the 
original word "she" to "[Dee]."  
 

Adapted from: Patten, Janice E.  “Using Quotations in Your Essay.”  The Literary Link.  December 9, 1999  Web. March 1, 
2011. 
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MLA In-text Citations 

In MLA style, references to sources are placed in the text of the paper (surrounded by parentheses) in order to 
briefly identify sources for readers and enable them to locate the source of the cited information in the Works 
Cited list.  

 Place the parenthetical reference as near as possible to the material being documented, and where a 
pause would naturally occur, preferably at the end of a sentence.   When a work has no author, use the 
work's title or a shortened version of the title when citing it in text. (If abbreviating a title, omit initial 
articles and begin with the word by which it is alphabetized in the Works Cited list.) 

 If you include an author's name in a sentence, you do not need to repeat it in citation.  
 The parenthetical reference should precede the punctuation mark that concludes the sentence.  
 Electronic and online sources are cited just like print resources in references cited in the text. If an online 

source lacks numbering, omit numbers from the parenthetical references. If a source includes fixed 
page numbers or section numbering, such as numbering of paragraphs (pars.), cite them. 

Examples: 

Callie’s brother experience the disparity we have in coming to terms with the randomness in nature when 

he tries to escape “the possibility that not only his draft number was decided by lottery, but that 

everything was” (Eugenides 317-18). 

Author’s name          Page #        Period outside parenthesis instead of in quote. 

 Author’s name is in the text, so we don’t need it in the citation.      

Eugenides explores the randomness that rules the universe and the disparity that results when we realize 

our universe is not as ordered as we thought, thus Callie’s brother uses acid to escape “the possibility that 

not only his draft number was decided by lottery, but that everything was” (317-18). 

 

“’You are too sensible a girl, Lizzy, to fall in love merely because you are warned against it; [ . . .] you 

must not let your fancy run away with you’” (Austen 144). 

Remember to use single quotation marks when quoting a quote   Use an ellipsis surrounded by 
brackets when you skip text 

Remember, if you change anything within a quote (such as verb tense, pronouns, etc. to better fit 
with your writing) enclose the change in brackets. 
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Line breaks in poetry should be indicated by a slash, like so: 

“The Whiskey on your breath / Could make a small boy dizzy;” (Roethke 997) 

 

Block Quotes: If a quotation is more than four lines, omit the quotation marks, start on a new line, increase the 
left margin by 1” and cite at the end, like so: 

In going underground, I whipped it all except the mind, the mind. And the mind that has 

conceived a plan of living must never lose sight of the chaos against which that pattern 

was conceived. That goes for societies as well as for individuals. Thus, having tried to give 

pattern to the chaos which lives within the pattern of your certainties, I must come out, I 

must emerge (Ellison 580-81). 

 

Two locations: Williams alludes to this premise (136-39, 145). 

Two works: The concern has frequently been raised (Burns 54, Thomas 327). 

Multivolume works: The concern has been present for centuries (Wilson 2:1-18). 

                 Volume   Page # 

 

Using quotes and specifics is very important in effective writing.  Always use 

specific supporting details over vagaries! 

 

Again, if you’re ever unsure, look it up.  Purdue’s Online Writing Lab or OWL 
is a great reference tool. 

 

P.S. You should avoid contractions in formal writing, but DO NOT FORGET 
APOSTROPHES WHEN FORMING POSSESSIVES 

 . . . OR ITALICS FOR THE TITLES OF BOOK LENGTH WORKS 

. . . OR “QUOTATION MARKS” AROUND THE TITLES OF SHORTER WORKS 
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Strategies for Writing a Conclusion 

A Conclusion Should stress the importance of the thesis statement, give the essay a sense of completeness, 

and leave a final impression on the reader 

Suggestions:  

 Answer the question "So What?"  

o Show your readers why this paper was important. Show them that your paper was meaningful 

and useful. 

 Synthesize, don't summarize  
o Don't simply repeat things that were in your paper. They have read it. Show them how the points 

you made and the support and examples you used were not random, but fit together coherently.  
It’s a good idea to restate, but don’t simply repeat, your thesis. 

 Redirect your readers  
o Give your reader something to think about 

Strategies:  

 Echoing the introduction: Echoing your introduction can be a good strategy -- it is meant to bring the 
reader full-circle. If you begin by describing a scenario, you can end with the same scenario as proof that 
your essay was helpful in creating a new understanding.   If you start going from general to specific 
(funnel) go from specific to general.  If you start with an image or a question, you might return to it. 

For Example:  

Introduction:  From the parking lot, I could see the towers of the castle of the Magic Kingdom standing stately 

against the blue sky. To the right, the tall peak of The Matterhorn rose even higher. From the left, I could hear 

the jungle sounds of Adventureland. As I entered the gate, Main Street stretched before me with its quaint shops 

evoking an old-fashioned small town so charming it could never have existed. I was entranced. Disneyland may 

have been built for children, but it brings out the child in adults. 

Conclusion: I thought I would spend a few hours at Disneyland, but here I was at 1:00 A.M., closing time, 

leaving the front gates with the now dark towers of the Magic Kingdom behind me. I could see tired children, 

toddling along and struggling to keep their eyes open as best they could. Others slept in their parents' arms as we 

waited for the parking lot tram that would take us to our cars. My forty-year-old feet ached, and I felt a bit sad to 

think that in a couple of days I would be leaving California, my vacation over, to go back to my desk. But then I 

smiled to think that for at least a day I felt ten years old again. 
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 Challenging the reader: By issuing a challenge to your readers, you are helping them to redirect the 
information in the paper, and they may apply it to their own lives.  

Example: Although serving on a jury is not only a civic responsibility but also an interesting 

experience, many people still view jury duty as a chore that interrupts their jobs and the routine of their 

daily lives. However, juries are part of America's attempt to be a free and just society. Thus, jury duty 

challenges us to be interested and responsible citizens.  

 Looking to the future: Looking to the future can emphasize the importance of your paper or 

redirect the readers' thought process. It may help them apply the new information to their lives 

or see things more globally.  

Example:  Without well-qualified teachers, schools are little more than buildings and equipment. If 

higher-paying careers continue to attract the best and the brightest students, there will not only be a 

shortage of teachers, but the teachers available may not have the best qualifications. Our youth will 

suffer. And when youth suffers, the future suffers.  

 Posing questions: Posing questions, either to your readers or in general, may help your readers gain a 

new perspective on the topic, which they may not have held before reading your conclusion. It may also 

bring your main ideas together to create a new meaning.  

Example: Campaign advertisements should help us understand the candidate's qualifications and 

positions on the issues. Instead, most tell us what a boob or knave the opposing candidate is, or they 

present general images of the candidate as a family person or God-fearing American. Do such 

advertisements contribute to creating an informed electorate or a people who choose political leaders 

the same way they choose soft drinks and soap?  

 “Strategies for Writing a Conclusion” adapted from: http://leo.stcloudstate.edu/acadwrite/conclude.html 

 

Literary papers aren’t much different.  Here’s an example from a paper on Barbara Kingsolver’s The 

Poisonwood Bible that scored 9 on the AP exam: 

  All in all, Reverend Nathan Price let his past take control of his 

present and his future.  Consequently, he did not allow himself to set 

a foundation for his family, and he could only value his own backward 

beliefs.  Thus, the reader learns that pain is inevitable, but misery is a 

choice.  We can dwell on the pain of our past, and let it control our 

present state of mind, or we can move on, and learn from others 

around us. 

Notice the writer starts with a 

synthesis of the paper. 

Then she moves beyond the novel 

and the theme discussed in the 

paper to a more universal truth 

and application for the theme. 

http://leo.stcloudstate.edu/acadwrite/conclude.html
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How to Put Together a Works Cited Page: 
 

Works Cited 

 

Besthoff, Len. “Cell Phone Use Increases Risk of Accidents, but 

Users Willing to Take the Risk.” WRAL.com. Capitol 

Broadcasting, 9 Nov. 1999. Web. 12 Jan. 2001. 

Farmers Insurance Group. “New Survey Shows Drivers Have Had 

‘Close Calls’ with Cell Phone Users.” Farmers. Farmers 

Insurance Group, 8 May 2000. Web. 12 Jan. 2001. 

Haughney, Christine. “Taking Phones out of Drivers’ Hands.” 

Washington Post 5 Nov. 2000: A8. Print. 

Redelmeier, Donald A., and Robert J. Tibshirani. “Association 

between Cellular-Telephone Calls and Motor Vehicle Collisions.” 

New England Journal of Medicine 336.7 (1997): 453-58. Print. 

 

 

 

 Don’t forget to include the medium (print, web, etc.) 

 Use the version of the resource you actually consulted.  If you looked up something 

online, don’t cite the print version and vice versa.  For example, if you read a short story from the 

textbook, don’t cite the story in its original publication – that’s not where you found it. 

 Follow the punctuation and formatting closely 

 Don’t forget pictures, art, music, etc.  

 

Works Cited gets centered at 

the top 

The entries are alphabetized by 

author (or title when no author is 

present) 

The first line is left justified, any 

additional lines are 

indented. 

Double space it! 
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Simplified MLA Guide 

(Unabashedly stolen from Cornell, Purdue, and Mrs. Dickerson) 

BOOKS 

**Books by a single author** 

Last Name, First Name.  Title of Book.  Place of Publication: Publisher, Date. Print. 

 

Books by two authors, etc. 

Last Name (alphabetically), First Name and First Name Last Name.  Title of Book.  Place  

of Publication: Publisher, Date.  Print. 

 

Books with Editors 

Last Name, First Name, First Name Last Name, and First Name Last Name, eds.  Title of  

Book.  Place of Publication: Publisher, Date.  Print. 

 

**Work in Anthology**(like textbook) 

Last Name, First Name.  “Title of Short Story.” Title of Anthology.  Ed(s). First Name  

Last Name.  Place of Publication: Publisher, Date.  Print. 

 

**Excerpt of a Longer Work/Novel in an Anthology** (like textbook) 

Last Name, First Name.  from Title of Longer Work.  Title of Anthology.  Ed(s). First Name Last Name  

and First Name Last Name.  Place of Publication: Publisher, Date. Print. 

 

**Multivolume Work with Authors of Articles** (Reference Books) 

Author’s Last Name, First Name.  “Title of Article.”  Title of Reference Book.  Ed(s).   

First Name Last Name.  Vol. #.  Place of Publication: Publisher, Date.  Print. 

 

Multivolume Work without Individual Authors 

Last Name, First Name and First Name Last Name, eds.  “Title of Article.”  Title of  

Reference Book.  Vol. #.  Place of Publication: Publisher, Date.  Print. 
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Work with a Translator 

Original Author’s Last Name, First Name.  Title of Book.  Trans. First Name Last Name.  

Place of Publication: Publisher, Date.  Print. 

 

Edition of a Book (use 1st, 2nd, 3rd, etc. for edition number) 

Last Name, First Name.  Title of Book.  # ed.  Place of Publication: Publisher, Date.  Print. 

 

MAGAZINE 

Last Name, First Name.  “Title of Article.”  Title of Magazine.  Month(s) Year: page- 

page.  Print. 

  

NEWSPAPER 

Last Name, First Name.  “Title of Article.”  Title of Newspaper.  Day Month Year,  

Section Page #.  Print. 

 

PERSONAL INTERVIEW 

Last Name, First Name.  Kind of Interview (Personal, Telephone, Email, etc.).  Day  

Month Year of Interview.  

 

 

ONLINE SOURCES:  The number and types of online sources continues to grow and this is only a list of the most 
common online retrievals.  Be sure to double check a style guide such as Purdue WiseOwl to make sure you are 
citing your source correctly. 

Online image, painting or sculpture: follow the first example below and make sure to cite the artist’s name.  
For example:  

Goya, Francisco. The Family of Charles IV. 1800. Museo Nacional del Prado,  

Madrid. Museo National del Prado. Web. 22 May 2006. 

 

Signed Article from Complete Work (Or for a Single Page on a Website, Use the Name of the Page for the 
Article Title)  If there is no author, start with the name of the article/page. 

https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/747/08/
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Last Name, First Name.  “Title of Article.” Title of Complete Work/ Website Name.  Date  

of Revision (Day Month Year Format).  Organizational Affiliation (Check  

Copyright Information for This).  Web.  Date You Accessed Article (Day Month  

Year Format).   

 

Entire Website 

Name of Site. Date of Revision.  Organizational Affiliation.  Web.  Date You Accessed  

Website.   

 

Article or work originally found in print, but retrieved on web: cite the same as the print version, but change the 
medium to “Web” and include the date of access after.  For example:  

Wheelis, Mark. "Investigating Disease Outbreaks Under a Protocol to the Biological 

and Toxin Weapons Convention." Emerging Infectious Diseases 6.6 (2000): 595-

600. Web. 8 Feb. 2009. 

VIDEO 

Title of Video.  Dir. First Name Last Name.  Perf. First Name Last Name, First Name  

Last Name, First Name Last Name, and First Name Last Name.  Film Studio, 

Year Released.  Film.   

 

BROADCAST T.V. EPISODE OR RADIO SHOW 

“Title of Episode.”  Title of T.V. Show.  Network (ex: Fox).  Station It Aired (ex: WXII),  

City You Watched It.  Day Month Year It Aired. Televison/Radio (pick the one that applies!). 

 

RECORDED T.V. EPISODE 

“Title of Episode.”  Title of T.V. Show.  Writ. First Name Last Name.  Dir. First Name  

Last Name.  Network (ex: Fox).  Day Month Year It Aired.  DVD.   

Company that Released It (ex: Warner Brothers), Year Released.  DVD. 
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