Writing Worksheets

STEP 1. Get an overview.  Review the assignment instructions very carefully and make sure you understand all the parts to the assignment and all the relevant class materials needed to answer the question.  If you are not sure, get in touch with your instructor.

STEP 2. Gather evidence. Review your readings and your notes.  Build a list of all the relevant pieces of evidence from the readings and class lecture/discussion.  Only include evidence that helps answer the assignment’s big question.  Wherever possible, be sure to use a primary source rather than what another historian has written.  In the space below and/or on another sheet of paper, map your evidence.  You may find it useful to organize your evidence as a list or in “T-chart” form.  To do a thorough job with your evidence, you will probably need to attach additional pages for this step.  Be sure that you have enough concrete examples to illustrate each idea in your essay.

STEP 3. Make a first draft of your thesis statement: From your reading of the evidence, write down here a brief answer to the assigned question:

STEP 4. Consider opposing points of view. If the assigned question has an either/or quality to it, be sure to acknowledge and rebut the best opposing point of view in the body of your essay.  What are the best arguments that someone critical of your position might ay, and how would you respond?  List them here.  Be prepared to revise your thesis in light of new ideas that emerge from this process.  

Imagine, for instance, that your paper argues why Los Angeles is a good place to live.  To be most persuasive, your essay should recognize the primary opposing view (e.g. “L.A. is terrible”), show the best evidence on this view’s behalf, and then explain why your view is still more convincing. 

	The strongest arguments against your thesis:
	Your rebuttal:

	
	


STEP 5. Develop an outline for the body of your paper.  Break down your argument into a series of paragraphs that will support your thesis in a logical, concise way.  Use the outline below to organize your evidence (which you already identified in Step 2) into paragraphs.  Each paragraph should provide specific evidence and citations to illustrate one main idea.  Do not cram too many different ideas into one paragraph.  Instead, give each main idea the space and evidence it needs by awarding it a separate paragraph.  Aim for about a half-page per paragraph.  This blank space below gives room for eight paragraphs, but your paper might have more or fewer than eight.  Each paragraph should begin with a topic sentence that summarizes the paragraph’s argument and makes clear how that paragraph will support your overall argument.   In the space below, write out the topic sentence argument for each of your supporting paragraphs:


1.


2.


3.


4.


5.


6.


7.


8.

STEP 6. Supply a brief conclusion (no more than a short half-page paragraph).  You should very quickly summarize your overall argument and then add an interesting twist at the end.  To inspire your historical imagination, consider the following questions: What has answering the question taught you?  Are you surprised by your own conclusion?  How might you draw links between your topic and current public issues of concern to you?  Indicate here what you want the conclusion to say to the reader: 
STEP 7. Draft the Paper.  Now at last you are ready to start writing your paper.  Start with a short introduction paragraph (no more than a half-page) that presents your thesis statement and that briefly explains the most important reasons why you hold that position.  Then start the body of the essay, in which you follow your outline (Step 5) to deploy your evidence.  Don’t forget to write with strong, analytical topic sentences.  Once you finish the draft, continue with the rest of the writing worksheet.

STEP 8. Revisit your introduction’s thesis statement.  Consider if your argument has evolved in the process of writing the body of the paper.

STEP 9. Create a title for the paper.  An ideal title should convey or hint at your thesis in a concise, even catchy manner.

STEP 10. Revise and edit for clarity, concision, and grammar.  For advice on this process, consult the tips on writing included in the class syllabus.  Then complete the following check list:
___ I have re-read the essay to make sure that I have stuck to my original outline.  If I have deviated from my outline, it is only because I discovered a good reason to do so while in the writing process. 

___ I have conducted a “topic-sentence skim” of my draft.  That is, I have read the first sentence of each paragraph in the body of the paper to make sure that each of these topic sentences summarizes the paragraph’s main argument.  This argument also supports my paper’s overall thesis.

___ I have re-read the essay to eliminate phrases or passages that repeat ideas made earlier in the essay.

___ I have eliminated cases of passive voice, especially passive-voice sentences that obscure which specific people or historical forces held certain views or made things happen in the past.

___ I have used the past tense when referring to quotations or events that took place in the past.

___ I have avoided unattributed quotations.  That is, I have briefly identified the speaker and context of each quotation that I use in the paper, and I have provided a page-number citation in parentheses.

___ I have reviewed the rules of grammar on run-on sentences and sentences fragments, and I have made sure to avoid these grammar problems.

___ I have read the paper aloud to myself to hear how it sounds and to catch grammar errors, missing words, and awkward sentences.

