
Tips and Tricks for Writing  
 
What NOT to do:  
 
1. Avoid value judgments, such as: 
[Title’s] plot is boring.   
[Author’s] description of X is incredibly moving. 
[Author’s] characterization of X is beautiful.  
 
When we write essays about literature at the college level, our job is not to decide if the 
literature we’re reading and discussing is good or not. Nor is it to decide if the writer is a 
good writer or not. Generally, you can probably assume that if a literary work has been 
assigned to you because it’s good in some way. And if it isn’t any good, it’s been 
assigned to you because it does something interesting, like function as a historical artifact 
or a window onto cultural belief systems. An essay at the college level should look very 
different from a review on Amazon.com.   
 
2. Avoid statements about yourself, such as: 
I really enjoyed reading [Title]. 
I could relate to character X. 
I was confused by [Author’s] writing. 
 
I appreciate these insights into your experience, but the focus of college-level essays 
should really be on the literature: what it says, how it works, not your personal 
experiences. In part, this is because college-level essays have to be evidence-driven and 
have thesis statements that are debatable; I can’t debate your personal experience. I can 
disagree with you, but I can’t really call your evidence (which is how you felt) into 
question.  
 
3. Avoid stating the obvious, such as: 
[Title] is about [basic plot summary, that goes on and on and on in excruciating detail, 
following the exact order of the text, blow by blow]. 
Written in the [year] [Title] by [author] who has written [list of other things] and who 
[any manner of extended biographical data not relevant to your thesis] 
 
You should imagine that the people reading your essay are your professor and your 
classmates - not the average person on the street who may or may not have read the text. 
They know some things, like what the text is about and who wrote it. They have heard of 
the same things you’ve heard of. They’ve probably done some research on the web to 
know more about what you’re talking about, because they’re writing essays about the 
text, too. They’ve all been at all the lectures. Avoid talking to them like they’re clueless 
about your text or topic. 
 
4. Avoid broad generalizations, such as: 
All books are about X. 
Everyone knows Z. 



Y is the most important concern of every reader. 
 
A good rule of thumb is that you want every sentence you write to be both provable and 
in need of proof. This means that a lot of factual statements (like stating the obvious) 
don’t need to be in your essay because they don’t require proof. That doesn’t mean you 
don’t state facts when you need to or include details, it just means that you’re wary of 
writing an essay that doesn’t need any evidence to be convincing. Likewise, this means 
that really unsupportable statements don’t have a lot of place in your essay, either. You 
can’t prove that all texts are about Y. Or that everyone knows Z.   
 
5. Avoid second and first person, when possible; in other words, avoid “you” and “we,” 
and “I.” 
 
To some extent, avoiding these pronouns in your writing will ensure that you keep the 
focus where it should be: on the literature you’re writing about rather than on yourself or 
your reader.  
 
6. Avoid hypothetical scenarios. “Imagine that…” “What if…” 
 
Don’t invent a hypothetical scenario when there’s evidence right there in front of you in 
terms of the literature you’re writing about. 
 
7. Avoid rhetorical questions.  
 
These are just weird, don’t you think? There’s also not conventional in college-level 
writing. 
 
8. Avoid trying to wow or dazzle your reader or make them cry. 
 
College-level readers like well-reasoned arguments that are supported by examples and 
evidence. In reading an essay, I want to be intellectually engaged and persuaded about a 
topic that I already know something about but am eager to see in a different way. You 
want to avoid trying to appeal to my emotions or entangle me in vocabulary and sentence 
structures that will sweep me off of my feet. Clear arguments with compelling evidence 
are where it’s at. 
 
9. Don’t use words or sentences if you’re not convinced that you know what they mean 
and how they work. 
 
Avoid Word’s thesaurus; if you’re not sure what a word really means, don’t use it. 
Likewise, if you’re not sure how to use a semi colon or where to put a comma, don’t 
wing it. Look it up and double check.  
 
 
 
 



What Makes an Excellent Essay: 
 
1. Thesis Statement: 
 
A college-level thesis statement sits somewhere between a statement that’s debatable and 
a statement that’s provable. That is to say, your reader ought to be able to reasonably 
disagree with your claim. Statements of fact don’t work well as thesis statements because 
your reader can’t reasonably disagree with you. Neither, then, do statements about your 
experiences or beliefs; I can’t argue that you didn’t have that experience or hold that 
belief. At the same time, very broad statements or very improbable statements don’t work 
as thesis statements because you can’t muster enough evidence or examples to prove your 
thesis statement is tenable.  
 
I recommend that you run a quick test on any thesis statement you write: how likely is it 
that other students in this class will have a thesis statement that’s like yours? If the 
answer to that question is: highly likely, then you probably have a thesis statement that 
doesn’t require a lot of proof and is, therefore, problematic because it may not be very 
debatable. If you ask yourself, how likely is it that other students in the class will have a 
thesis statement that’s like mine, is no way has anyone ever thought of anything like this 
EVER before, then you probably also have a problematic thesis statement – one that may 
be difficult or impossible to prove. 
 
Cathy Birkenstein and Gerald Graff describe college-level thesis statements as “They Say 
/ I Say” statements. They mean several things by this, but at first blush, you can 
understand their formula like this in the contexts of writing essays about literature: 
 
They say = what a reasonable, educated reader would get from reading the text you’re 
talking about. 
 
I say = what additional insight you can offer to that reader by virtue of having read the 
text closely and participated in class discussions and attended class lectures.   
 
In research-based essays, the “they say” is, in fact, literally what other experts have 
already said about your topic.  
 
The trick to writing a strong thesis statement, therefore, usually lies in degrees of 
specificity and detail. Most readers will detect a text’s main themes or concerns, but they 
may not have noticed or reflected on another element of the text, or how a main theme or 
concern is expressed in a specific case (like in a character, or setting, or plot device, or 
passage). But you’ve noticed that, because you’ve read carefully and participated in 
discussion and listened to lectures.  
 
2. Key term(s) 
 
When you write a thesis statement, you should have at least one key term that grounds 
your argument about a text. Some thesis statements may require two or three key terms. 



This term/these terms should be specific (in reflecting my advice above about thesis 
statements), and it/they should be carefully and purposefully chosen by you. Pro tip: You 
usually do not have to invent your key term(s); use the same term(s) found in the prompts 
and/or use the same term(s) your secondary sources use. It may take one or two tries to 
get it just right. Once you have your term(s) in place in your thesis, you should use 
it/them again throughout your essay; don’t substitute a word from the thesaurus. The 
same key term(s) should appear in most of your topic sentences. Using the same term(s) 
helps make your essay appear consistent and focused on a single topic.  
 
3. Overall organization 
 
Once you have a thesis statement that is debatable but provable and with a critical key 
term, you organize your essay around the evidence you can provide to your reader that 
illustrates the validity of your claim about the text. This evidence usually takes the form 
of specific, illustrative passages from the text in question, and it usually takes one or two 
paragraphs per example. Each example needs to describe or summarize your passage, 
include quote or paraphrases to show your reader what you mean, and then walk your 
reader through the logic of how this piece of evidence connects to your thesis. By using 
your key term throughout these examples, you create coherence in your essay, connecting 
its body to its thesis. 
 
Occasionally, your evidence may be historical or drawn from critical theory. This 
evidence, however, should be balanced with your examples from the literature.  
 
4. Paragraphs 
 
Paragraphs should contain a topic sentence, a general statement that features the key term 
from your thesis and helps introduce the piece of evidence you’ll use. Then your 
paragraph will need to do the work of grounding your reader in the specific evidence 
you’re presenting to prove your argument, showing your reader that evidence in action 
through quotes and summary, and then explaining the connection between the evidence 
and your thesis/claim. As a general rule of thumb, paragraphs in college-level essays are 
about ¾ of a double-spaced page. Less than that and they’re underdeveloped. More than 
that, and they’re not governed by a logical topic sentence. 
 
5. Conclusion 
 
A conclusion usually summarizes your argument, restating your thesis in a slightly 
different formulation, but usually keeping the critical key term(s). Your conclusion may 
also gesture outwards from your essay by considering what difference your argument 
about a text makes to how we read or interpret it. 
 
 
 
 
 



Some Advice for Writing About Literature 
 
1. The first time you mention a work, you should use the author’s first and last name and 
the title of the work. Afterwards, you use only the author’s last name or the title of the 
work. 
 
2. General MLA style requires that when you refer to a specific passage or quote from the 
work, you include the page number in parentheses at the end of the sentence, before the 
period. 
 
See: https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/747/02/ 
 
3. Refrain from over quoting; paraphrase when possible. You should rarely, probably 
never, quote more than five lines at a time. Choose only the most important quotes for 
your argument; 75%-80% of your essay should be your words. Try paraphrasing or 
pulling out phrases rather than whole sentences from a work to illustrate your claims, 
integrating quotes into your own sentences.   
 
4. You should familiarize yourself with the verbs that are commonly used to describe 
what literature does and make extensive use of them in your essays.  
 
represents	  	  	  	  	  depicts	  	  	  	  	  illustrates	  	  	  	  	  emphasizes	  	  	  	  	  suggests	  	  	  	  	  reveals	  	  	  	  	  embodies	  	  	  	  	  	  
	  
imagines	  	  	  	  	  shows	  	  	  	  	  celebrates	  	  	  	  	  functions	  	  	  	  	  symbolizes	  	  	  	  	  describes	  	  	  	  	  concludes	  	  	  	  	  	  
	  
begins	  	  	  	  insists	  	  	  	  creates	  	  	  	  	  indicates	  	  	  	  	  narrates	  	  	  	  	  provides	  	  	  	  	  	  compares	  	  	  	  	  contrasts	  	  	  	  	  	  
	  
presents	  	  	  juxtaposes	  	  	  	  alludes	  	  	  	  	  signifies	  	  	  	  	  claims	  	  	  	  	  resolves	  	  	  	  portrays	  	  	  	  denotes	  
	  
Importantly,	  you’ll	  notice	  that	  the	  words	  “say”	  and	  “states”	  are	  not	  in	  this	  bank.	  
Don’t	  use	  these	  to	  describe	  what	  literature	  does.	  They	  shouldn’t	  be	  in	  your	  essay	  
unless	  you’re	  analyzing	  a	  character’s	  dialogue.	  	  
	  
You	  should	  also	  familiarize	  yourself	  with	  the	  kinds	  of	  	  subjects	  used	  in	  writing	  about	  
literature:	  the	  author’s	  name,	  a	  character’s	  name,	  the	  title	  of	  the	  text,	  a	  formal	  
element	  of	  the	  text	  (like	  plot),	  the	  key	  term/phrase	  that	  helps	  define	  your	  thesis.	  
These	  should	  comprise	  the	  nouns	  that	  are	  doing	  the	  work	  of	  your	  verbs	  in	  your	  
sentence.	  
	  
5.	  When	  you’re	  introducing	  examples	  and	  evidence	  in	  your	  essay	  to	  support	  your	  
thesis,	  it’s	  a	  good	  idea	  to	  think	  of	  your	  examples	  as	  needing	  three	  components	  at	  the	  
local,	  sentence	  level:	  	  
	  
a	  concrete	  detail	  from	  the	  text	  +	  verb	  from	  the	  verb	  bank	  +	  
commentary/interpretation	  
 



Character X’s decision to Y + resolves + the text’s conflict with Q.  
 
[Author’s Last Name] use of the word “X” + embodies + the text’s thematic concern with 
A. 
 
6. Make ample use of what are called sentence tags at the beginning of your sentences to 
make the development of your ideas clear to your reader and to give your writing 
coherence. Some useful tags with which you might begin sentences include: 
 
On the one hand,….on the other hand,     in other words,    for example,     that is to say, 
 
additionally,     therefore,     however,     consequently,     in this instance,    likewise,     
 
similarly,    here,    moreover,     furthermore,    finally,   subsequently,     specifically,    
 
nevertheless,    in contrast,    yet,    accordingly,    at the same time,   meanwhile, 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Grammar Guide 
 
Most of the issues I see with writers’ essays at the sentence level can pretty easily be 
revised with some careful attention to and awareness of grammatical conventions. 
 
1. Read your sentences out loud. If you’re working with a difficult sentence, read it out 
loud and listen to how it sounds. Ask a friend to listen to you and see if they can follow 
what you’re saying.  
 
2. Please know exactly, for yourself, what each of your sentences means. I often think 
that we can get swept up in how smart a sentence seems to sound or we can be secretly 
pleased that the sentence seems to say one thing, but might say another, and we don’t 
want to limit it by settling on a single meaning. This never works out well. Readers of 
college-level essays privilege clarity about everything else. You should absolutely know 
without a doubt exactly what your sentence means and is saying. 
 
3. To this end, know that most sentences have the following basic components: a subject, 
a verb, and an object. The subject is the thing in the sentence that takes an action; the 
verb is the action that thing takes; and the object is the recipient (or general direction) of 
the action. This model seems fine when we say, “The dog ran to the park.” The subject: 
dog. The verb: ran. The object: park.  
 
This model gets a little trickier when we’re writing about literature and ideas. Here’s a 
sentence I’ve recently written about a poem,  
 
“The emphasis on physical appearance in Anne Bradstreet’s “The Author to Her Book” 
implicitly invites the reader to linger in imaginative visual scrutiny of the poems that the 
narrator claims she never wanted published in the first place.” 
 
Subject: the emphasis on physical appearance. Verb: invites. Object: everything 
afterwards (but, you know, a reader to linger….) 
 
You should be able to identify the subject and the verb of every sentence you write. If 
you aren’t clear on who or what is taking action and what kind of action who or what 
takes, then neither is your reader.  
 
4. Faulty predication is one of the most frequent issues I see in student writing, and you 
should avoid it. Faulty predication can be eliminated by knowing the subject and the verb 
of every single sentence because faulty predication happens when you have a subject and 
a verb that don’t go together in a coherent way.  
 
Example: The purpose of the text persuades readers to take action. 
The subject: purpose. The verb: persuades.  
 
A purpose can’t really persuade, at least not in the way this sentence works. The author 
might persuade. The text might persuade. A scene might be persuasive. But the purpose 



cannot persuade. When you’re writing, run a quick check over your sentences and ask, 
can my subject be reasonably said to be able to perform the verb I’ve assigned to it? It 
doesn’t hurt to double down and ask if it can perform it on the object of the sentence, too.  
 
A lot of faulty predication can also happen when you are uncertain about your 
prepositional phrases. When you have prepositional phrases in your sentences (especially 
ones that begin with “where” or “when”) do a double check to make sure the sentence 
makes logical sense as it stands. 
 
5. Passive voice 
 
A lot of faulty predication happens when you use passive voice, too. In general, however, 
passive voice muddies every sentence in which it shows up, obscuring the subject and 
verb. In fact, I would say that students who learn to avoid passive voice in their writing 
raise their grades by at least a letter.  
 
An example of passive voice:  
 
In [Title of Text] the main character is constantly faced with challenges.  
The [setting of text] is filled with interesting details. 
The conflict was resolved by the conclusion. 
This passage is followed by another, similar passage. 
The characters are represented similarly. 
The lines are being truncated by awkward rhymes. 
 
In each of the above examples, you will notice the presence of a “to be” verb, followed 
by a past participle: is, are, was, were, be, being, been and a verb that ends in –ed.  
 
By using the verb bank and making the author’s last name, the title of the text, or the 
names of characters the subjects of your sentences, you can make all of these sentences 
better. And please note: I’ve used short sentences as examples. Passive voice can be 
especially vicious in a long sentence. 
 
In [Title of Text] the main character constantly faces challenges. 
Interesting details fill the setting. 
The conclusion resolves the conflict. 
Another, similar passage follows this one. 
[Author’s last name] represents the characters similarly. 
Awkward rhymes truncate the lines. 
 
6. Know the difference between independent and dependent clauses, and use that 
knowledge to help you navigate your punctuation and integrate sentence variety into your 
sentences.  
 
7. Watch how you use pronouns, especially “this” and “it.” Avoid if possible. 


