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to find the right word or the right sentence structure, you are probably not
thinking much about the larger whole.

Consequently, allowing some time to elapse between drafts of your pa-
per is important. You need to put the completed draft aside for a while if you
are to get a perspective on what you have written and read your paper objec-
tively.For this reason, it is important to finish a complete draft at least one day
before you hand in the paper. If circumstances prevent you from finishing a
paper until an hour or two before class, you will not have a chance to revise.
Youwill only be able to proofread.

ANALYZINGYOUR OWN WRmNG

The key to improving your writing is self-awareness. You have to look care-
fullyand critically at what you have written, focus on areas that caused you the
mostproblems, and then work to correct them. Most writers can, in fact, iden-
tifythe key problems that they faced in a particular paper or in writing in gen-
eral,even though they might not know how to solve those problems. Knowing
whatcauses you problems is the essential first step toward solving them.

RETHINKING THE LARGER ISSUES

When you analyze the first draft of a paper, begin by asking a series of specific
questions,starting with the larger issues and working toward the smaller ones.
Ideally,you should write out your answers-doing so will force you to have a
specificresponse. Consider each of the following groups of questions.

Subject What is your subject? Was it too large for the length of your paper?
Didyou have to skim over the subject because it was complex? Was your sub-
jecttoo small or simple? Did you have to stretch your essay to reach the ap-
propriate length? Is the subject interesting? Does it tell readers something
that they already know?

Directions If the paper responds to an assigned topic, did you do what the
assignment asked? Look again at the assignment and circle the key words,
verbssuch as analyze, argue, classify,compare,criticize,define, evaluate, narrate,
describe,summarize, recommend.Did you do what was asked?

Thesis What is the thesis of your paper? Can you find a single sentence in
youressay that states the position you have taken on your subject? If so, un-
derlineit. If not, write a one-sentence thesis statement. If you are unsure what
a thesisis, review the material in the glossary.

Purpose Why did you write this paper? What is it intended to demonstrate
orprove other than showing that you can write? If the topic was assigned, look
backat the assignment. Does it suggest what your purpose should have been?
Wordssuch as recommend,arguefor, analyze, explainall signal a purpose. Is that
purposeclear in your paper?
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Audience "Whom do you imagine as your audience? "Whowill read this pa-
per, and why? In one sense, the answer is always your instructor, but papers
should be written with a broader audience in mind. Did the assignment specify
an audience-peers, people who need this information, people trying to make
some decision? "Whatdoes this audience already know about the subject? How
much previous knowledge or experience do you assume your reader will have?
If you find that your paper has serious problems related to these larger issues,
you need to rethink what you have written. Cleaning up minor grammatical
and writing problems will not "save" a paper that does not address the assign-
ment, lacks a thesis, has an unclear purpose, or ignores its audience.

JUDGING LENGTH

After you finish a draft of a paper, look carefully at how your response meas-
ures up to your instructor's guidelines about the length of the paper. Such
guidelines are important in that they give you some idea of the amount of space
that you will need to develop and illustrate your thesis sufficiently. If your pa-
pers are consistently short, you have probably not included enough examples
or illustrating details. Writing the suggested number of words does not, of
course, guarantee a good essay, but writing only half of the suggested number
because you fail to develop and illustrate your thesis can result in a lower grade.

Similarly, if your papers consistently exceed your instructor's guidelines,
you have probably not sufficiently narrowed your subject or you have included
too many details and examples. Of the material available to support, develop,
and illustrate a thesis, some is more significant and relevant than the rest.
Never try to include everything-select the best, the most appropriate, the
most convincing.

ANALYZING THE STRUCTURE OF YOUR PAPER

Your paper must have a beginning (introduction), a middle (a series of body
paragraphs), and an ending (conclusion). The introduction both states the
subject and thesis of the paper and tries to catch the readers' interest. The
middle or body of the paper needs to have a coherent, logical structure that is
revealed through how the middle of the paper is paragraphed. The conclusion
must bring a sense of an ending to the reader-endings typically summarize,
reinforce the thesis, or appeal to the reader. A paper should never just stop.

You can check the structure of your essay by looking first at how you
have paragraphed it. Remember that paragraphs reveal the structure of the es-
say and also provide readers with places at which to rest. If you have only sev-
eral paragraphs in a three-page essay, you have not clearly indicated the
structure of your essay to your reader, or your essay does not have a clear, log-
ical organization. Likewise, a paper full of very short paragraphs probably is
poorly developed. You might be shifting ideas too quickly and failing to pro-
vide supporting evidence and details. A good paragraph is meaty; a good essay
is not a string of undeveloped ideas or bare generalizations.
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A good analytical tool for checking structure is to outline the body of
your paper. An outline is organized hierarchally-that is, it reveals the main
points and the relationships among those points. Ideas, as an outline reveals,
are either coordinate or subordinate.

A. (Coordinate, or equal in structure, with B)
1. (Subordinate to A, but coordinate with 2 and 3)
2.
3.

a. (Subordinate to 3, but coordinate with b)
b.

B.

Once you have looked carefully at the structure of the whole essay, then
examine each paragraph.

Paragraph Structure Is each paragraph structured around a single idea? Is
there an explicit statement of that idea-often called a topic sentence? If so,
underline it. If not, jot down in the margin the key word or words in that para-
graph. Should that idea be specifically stated in the paragraph? Consider
adding a sentence that signals what the paragraph is about. Typically, such a
sentence appears early in the paragraph-either the first sentence or the sec-
ond sentence if the first sentence serves as a transition from the material in the

previous paragraph.

Paragraph Development Are body paragraphs well developed with a series
of sentences that provide details, support, and examples for the topic sen-
tence? Can you outline each paragraph to reveal the coordinate and subordi-
nate patterns? Does the outline reveal that anything is out of place?

Introduction Does the introduction indicate both the subject and thesis of
the essay? Does it attempt to catch its readers' interest? Remember that an in-
troduction can consist of more than one paragraph, especially in a longer es-
say.The first paragraph might be designed to "hook" the reader's interest, and
the second then might contain the thesis statement. Is the introduction pro-
portional to the rest of the paper-that is, a three-page paper should not con-
tain a page-long introduction. For some suggestions on how to introduce a
paper, consult "How to Write an Essay" and the glossary at the back of this
text.

Conclusion Does the paper really conclude, or does it just stop? Conclu-
sions are sometimes difficult to write because they are the sections typically
written last when time is often short. For suggestions on how to conclude a pa-
per,consult "How to Write an Essay" and the glossary at the back of this text.

Transitions If a paper is logically structured, it will have coherence, but the
use of transitional expressions or transi1;ional sentences-see the glossary-
willhelp your reader by providing "signposts" that direct the reader from one
point to another. Such devices promote both unity and coherence between
paragraphs.
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Tide Writing a title for your paper is not always easy.Sometimes it is tempt-
ing to omit a title completely or to use a descriptive phrase such as "Essay,"
"Essay 1," or "Argument Essay." Every essay needs a title, a real title, and not
just a descriptive phrase. An interesting, descriptive title is part of the attrac-
tion of your paper for readers. After all, no company ever sold its product with
no name on the box or with a title such as "Cereal" or "Automobile." Brain-

storm some ideas; check them out with potential readers, ask them for sug-
gestions, consult the glossary at the back of this text for some title writing
strategies. Just make sure that you give your paper-and every paper-a title.

LOOKING AT SENTENCES AND WORD CHOICES

Only after you have asked and answered questions about the larger elements
of your paper should you move to questions dealing with style, grammar, and
mechanics.

Sentence or Fragment? Is everything that you punctuated as a sentence-
that is, with a beginning capital letter and an end mark such as a period-truly
a sentence? Are any of these in fact fragments? If you are not sure of the dif-
ference, check the glossary. If you have written an intentional fragment for ef-
fect, check with your instructor to see if that is acceptable.

Sentence Variety Have you used a variety of sentence types and lengths?
Check the glossary for an explanation. Ideally, your paper should have a mix
of sentence types and a variety of lengths. Be particularly careful that you do
not write strings of short, simple sentences, which make you sound either like
a young and immature writer or like you are writing to an elementary school
audience.

Punctuation Look carefully at every mark of punctuation that you have
used. Is it the right choice for this place in the sentence? A quick review of the
major uses of each punctuation mark can be found in the glossary.

Word Choice Check your choice of words. Are you certain what each word
means? Are there any words that might be too informal or too colloquial
(words that might be appropriate in a conversation with friends but not in ac-
ademic writing)? Is every word spelled correctly? If you have any doubts about
a word's spelling or meaning, be sure to check the word in a dictionary.

KEEPING A REVISION LOG

Keeping a log of writing problems you most often encounter is an excellent
way of promoting self-awareness. Your log should include subdivisions for a
wide range of writing problems, not just grammatical and mechanical errors.
The log will help you keep track of the areas with which you know you have
trouble and those your instructor, peer readers, or writing tutors point out as
needing improvement. Do you have a tendency to over-paragraph? To stop
rather than conclude? To have trouble with parallelism? Each time you discover


