Writing an Analytical Essay
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An analytical essay is a series of paragraphs that asserts an opinion about a topic and is well supported in order to convince readers to accept the opinion being presented.   In particular, English essays attempts to explain the significance of a portion of a literary work, by proving some sort of point.

The point you are trying to make should be the main idea of your essay. This is called a THESIS STATEMENT. Your thesis statement is your opinion; remember: it is not a fact. The thesis is what you will spend the rest of your essay trying to prove. Your job as the writer of an analytical essay is to convince the reader that your opinion is correct; you must prove that your thesis statement is true based on evidence from the text. 

Your thesis statement (main idea, focus, opinion) MUST BE CLEARLY STATED IN YOUR INTRODUCTORY PARAGRAPH. The thesis should be fairly broad. Stay away from narrow statements of facts that can be easily proven or disproven. Give yourself a challenge--and the reader will be engaged. The thesis statement is the sentence that ends your introduction.
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How to Write an Effective Introduction
The introductory paragraph warms your reader to your topic.  To do so, it starts with general information that relates to the topic, and moves to introduce the topic in light of the literary text.  The introductory paragraph then outlines the major arguments that support your thesis, and then states the thesis.
Here is how an introductory paragraph is structured:





A good introduction:

· Gets the reader interested in the topic (has an interesting hook about your topic that does not mention the text)
Suggestions for a good hook: define a term you will be discussing, offer a relevant and thoughtful quotation, make a startling statement, give a powerful description of relevant images, a brief anecdote, etc)
· Introduces all major arguments (which will be developed in the body of the essay)
Here’s what not to say in an introduction:

1. Avoid telling your reader that you are beginning your essay.

E.G.   In this essay I will discuss…
          I will talk about….

          I am going to prove…

2. Don’t apologize.
E.G.  Although I am not an expert… (you are an expert!!!)

         In my humble opinion…

3. Do not refer to later parts of your essay.
E.G  By the end of this essay, you will agree…

        In the next paragraph, you will see….

4.  Don’t use trite expressions/clichés.

E.G. Busy as a bee.

        You can’t judge a book by its cover.

        Haste makes waste. 


Since they have been so overused, they will lack interest.  Using such expressions shows that you have not taken the time to use your own words to express your ideas.
Writing an Effective Body Paragraph 

In the paragraphs which follow the introduction, called the body of the paper, you must provide evidence (examples) to prove your point. You must be very specific about how the evidence you are offering supports your opinion. You cannot prove your thesis (which is an opinion) by offering other opinions. You must draw your evidence from the text. You should quote passages from the text to prove your point; just remember that you must explain their significance, explain how they relate to your thesis. When you incorporate evidence into your essay, you must be sure to explain it adequately. You must always bring it back to your thesis statement. You must continually explain HOW and WHY it means what you say it means. 

Here is how a body paragraph of an essay is structured:






Everything in the MAIN BODY of the essay (generally, but not limited to, three paragraphs) must relate to the main point you are trying to make--YOUR THESIS. If you write something that has little to do with your thesis, you have two options: expand and modify your thesis to accommodate that information, or do not include it and find other evidence that does support your thesis.
How to Write an Effective Conclusion

The conclusion works to tie your essay together. The conclusion is essentially a mirror of your introduction – in that it moves from specific to general. Just as your introduction lead the reader in to the thesis, the conclusion leads out from it. The arguments presented in the body are summarized and the thesis is restated as proved. It is a lot like the closing statement lawyers make at the end of a trial--a summary of all the evidence presented and a restatement that all the evidence points to the logical conclusion that what they said at the beginning (their thesis that the defendant was either guilty or innocent) is true. Try leaving the reader with something additional to think about (but still something that is related to thesis of the paper). 

Here is how a Concluding paragraph is structured: 

                                                                                                          
What not to say in your conclusion:

1. Do not introduce a new point.

E.G. I will tell you something else…

        Additional information has come to light…

        Let me leave you with a new idea…

2. Do not apologize.

E.G.  I’m sorry that I can’t end on a more positive note…
         I can’t be sure of every point…

3. Do not end up in the air, leaving the reader feeling unsatisfied.
E.G. Maybe this problem will never be solved…

        There is no solution…

Advice for Successful Essay Writing
1. Plan, plan, and then plan some more!  
It takes time to write a successful essay.  Essay writing requires a great deal of thought, combined with research into your text.  Once you have those ideas, you need to organize them into a thesis with strong supporting arguments.  This becomes the skeleton for your outline.  Once you have the outline accomplished, you must manage your time to write drafts (a working copy) of your paper, plus leave time to edit these drafts, and receive feedback from teachers and peers.  It is important to plan out these steps, and manage your time accordingly.

2. Keep writing sophisticated.

You are writing this essay for an academic purpose, so avoid slang, clichés, contractions (don’t can’t), and first/second person (you, I, we).   Remember, you are NOT having a conversation with a friend; you are trying to prove an important point about your text.

3. Stay on track.

Be sure that every idea and example you present has relevance to your thesis.  Ask yourself how and why your example is significant to your thesis.  You may consider acknowledging the opposing position, but only to disprove its validity.  This is called a balance statement (For example:  Although Lady Macbeth appears to lack a conscience, her loss of sanity demonstrates her confliction about what she did to Duncan.)

4. Always use present tense when referring to a fictional text.
This helps to maintain perspective while discussing characters and events, and more importantly stresses the fact that the text exists in the present.  Literary critics acknowledge that stories are alive and timeless.  Also, statements of truth are always written in the present tense – you’re trying to convince your reader of a truth, remember?

5. Keep it simple.

Good writing is clear and direct.  Do not use fancy, flowery language to impress your teacher.  Take time and care to select appropriate words that express your ideas with clarity and precision.  As well, be sure your sentences are constructed properly.  This often takes a great deal of editing (refer to #1).  Use transitions to create flow in your writing.

6. Learn how to use quotations properly (please see note)
This will ensure consistency and clarity, and help you to give credit to your sources – thus avoiding plagiarism.  Follow MLA format to ensure organization and clarity.  
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