
KHC Studio 
Prof. Rump 
 

Tips and Suggestions for Paper Writing 
 

Structuring Your Paper  

While it is important to resist writing in an overly formulaic manner, as a beginning college writer it is still 
necessary for you to master and conform to the basic formula for structuring academic essays (such as 
those you’ll be writing for this course). It is helpful to think of the global (“big picture”) structure of 
such essays in terms of three basic and interrelated tasks you should seek to accomplish for your readers:  

Introduction, including thesis: Tell them what you’re going to show them (and how). 
Your introductory paragraph(s) should announce as clearly and succinctly as possible in a thesis statement 
the major claim to be made in your paper, and it should be clear from this how your claim relates to the 
prompt. Ideally, the rest of the introductory paragraph(s) should very briefly outline the major moves of 
the paper: what will be discussed and in what order, and how these various parts of the paper will come 
together in support of the thesis you’ve just announced (just summarize your argument here; don’t make 
specific claims it in detail: that’s what the body of the paper is for). While it is OK to begin the 
introductory paragraph with a short sentence or two to “draw the reader in,” avoid excessive rhetorical 
wind-ups or blanket statements (e.g., “Throughout the history of philosophy, thinkers have debated the 
question of...”). Such statements do not add to the substance of your paper and waste valuable space you 
will need to express your own ideas. Instead, help your readers by getting right to the point. For shorter 
papers, a single introductory paragraph is usually sufficient. For longer papers, the introduction may be 
several paragraphs, but you should always strive to be as concise as possible.  
 

Body paragraphs: Show them. 
The body of the paper should present your position, clearly taking the reader through the steps in your 
argument and presenting your evidence, not simply summarizing it. Show the reader your reasons and 
evidence; don’t simply “tell them” or state that there is evidence or reasons. There is no exact formula for 
doing this: it will depend on your own style and preferences and on the nature of your topic. In general, 
however, this is the place to back up your claims, and to show your understanding of the text through 
quotations or summary and citation of relevant passages. The body of the paper should be clearly 
structured and ordered in a way that makes sense for presenting your claims, with transitions from one 
paragraph to the next. These paragraphs should fully lay out the argument/ evidence outlined in your 
thesis.  
 

Conclusion: Remind them what you’ve shown them (and how). 
The final paragraph(s) should bring together the argument you’ve presented in the body of the paper, 
summarizing what you’ve said and illustrating how it answers the prompt and supports your thesis. The 
conclusion should remind the reader very succinctly what your essay has been attempting to show, and 
ideally should make clear the way in which your argument has shown this. However, avoid the 
temptation to restate the argument in its entirety or repeat all of the details and analysis from the body of 
the paper. The conclusion may also do other things (briefly suggest an interesting twist on the argument, 
share a relevant anecdote, etc.), but it should always fulfill this basic concluding function and should not 
introduce major claims not otherwise discussed in the paper. As with the introduction, the length will 
vary with the length of the paper, but one paragraph is often sufficient for short papers and you should 
strive to be concise. 



Questions to Help You Craft Your Thesis   

The following are some questions to ask yourself each time you rework your thesis:  

Clarity: Are the terms used in the thesis clear, or do they need further explanation? Is the thesis 
articulated in such a way that the reader will easily grasp the basic form of my argument and see how 
might lead to my conclusion by the end of the paper?  

Arguability and Originality: Does the thesis answer the prompt in a way that points to deeper connections 
or a viewpoint not immediately obvious to a reader of the text(s)? Will I be able to give further 
explanations and reasoning to support my claim that go beyond simply restating the thesis in different 
words or merely summarizing the text or points from class?  Am I saying something of my own and making 
claims to be justified in the body of the paper, and not merely recording my reactions to the text? 

Scope: Is the scope of my thesis claim narrow enough that I can clearly argue for it in the designated 
length of the assignment, and specific enough to allow me to move directly into my argument, without 
need for extensive summary, background or set-up? Have I avoided trying to say too much? Have I 
avoided gross generalizations and oversimplifications of my sources? 

Relevance: Does the thesis suggest something relevant to the issues discussed in the text or the course, and 
does it fit the assignment prompt? Is the “payoff” of my argument pertinent to the assigned topic for the 
paper?  

 

Some General Tips on the Writing Process  

Although the thesis, the introduction, the body paragraphs, and the conclusion are different parts of the 
structure of the paper, you should not try to complete these as separate and independent steps. It is 
highly unlikely that you will to write a perfect introductory paragraph and thesis describing the argument 
of a paper that you have not yet written. Think carefully about the prompt, start with a basic draft of 
your thesis, and then start working on the body of the paper. If you find yourself making a slightly 
different argument than you initially thought, don't be afraid to readjust: it is often better to revise your 
thesis to reflect what you have said than to scrap your writing because it doesn’t fit what you thought 
you wanted to say (assuming your new thesis still fits the prompt). The introductory paragraph 
(especially the thesis!) and the body of the paper should be revised in light of each other, and returned to 
again and again, until you’ve got a well-crafted argument in the body of the paper and it is clear to the 
reader how the individual paragraphs help to illustrate and justify the claim announced in your thesis. 
Then try to capture the outline of this argument in your conclusion, and go back through to be sure 
you’ve said what your conclusion claims you’ve said. While your finished paper should present a 
coherent, polished argument in support of your claims, think of paper writing as the process of developing 
that argument, and not as a last-step reporting on an argument you’ve tried to work out first “in your 
head.” Think of writing the paper as doing the thinking, not as just doing a write-up of your thoughts. 
Don’t worry about having everything figured out perfectly before you begin to write, and leave ample time 
for revision.  

 
	  


