
Tips for Writing an Outstanding Essay

Harrison High School         American Literature
Notes & Activities



A Purposeful Task: Understanding the 
Assignment/Prompt

Template:

● Topic: Writing an Effective Introduction

● Quote: (from a  famous author about this topic)

● Relevant Meme from The Office

● Information and Examples: about the topic

● Mini-Lesson Activity: Very quick to help reinforce the topic

Please also include  links to any handouts that you have created and place in the drive, 

for the mini-lessons and activities.



Your Outline is Mighty Fine!
Why should you outline your paper?

Writing is much easier when you know 
where you’re going.

Outlining helps you avoid scrambling to 
make a relevant point

“But I don’t have tiiiiimeee to outline!!” 
No, friend. You don’t have time not to 
outline.



For a typical multi-paragraph argumentative essay:
I. Introduction

A. Catch your reader’s attention and identify and explain subject/topic. 
B. Provide any relevant background info.
C. State your reaction to the subject/topic, but state your reaction/opinion as if it is a fact. (Don’t say, 

“I believe…”)
D. End your intro with the thesis statement.

II. Body paragraph 1 - First reason your thesis is true
A. Topic sentence
B. Supporting evidence with interpretation
C. Supporting evidence with interpretation
D. Connection to thesis

III. Body paragraph 2 - Next reason your thesis is true
A.  Topic sentence
B. Supporting evidence with interpretation
C. Supporting evidence with interpretation
D. Connection to thesis

IV. Body paragraph 3 - Introduce and refute a counterclaim
A. Topic sentence: “Some will argue that ______, but ___________”
B. Supporting evidence with interpretation
C. Connection to thesis

V. Conclusion
A. Recap thesis statement
B. Make real-world connection or expand your ideas.



Title Victory!

an ineffective title



Title Victory!
Why you need an effective title:
● A good “working” title helps you to 

focus your ideas during the writing of 
the essay.

● A good title suggests to your reader 
(teacher) right away that you have a 
clear thesis.

Otherwise, your reader 
feels like this...



Title Victory!

Here are some features of a good title: 

● A good title is specific and precise
● A good title will include the SUBJECT and FOCUS of your essay.

○ The SUBJECT can be the literary work and/or author that 
your essay deals with.

○ The FOCUS can be the specific center of interest of your 
essay (for instance, a concentration on the analysis of 
specific literary devices or elements).



Title Victory!
List your FOCUS 
followed by your 
SUBJECT:
_________ in _________

Example: 

Logical Fallacy in The 
Office

Use a colon (:) to link 
the SUBJECT and 
FOCUS:
________ : ___________

Example: 

The Office : An 
Exploration of 
“Professionalism”

Use a quote (from the 
work or another 
relevant source) and a 
colon: 
“Quote” : _____________

Example:

“A little ‘stitious”: 
Malapropism in The 
Office

Mini Lesson: Write three titles for a paper using a text you’re currently studying in class. 
Try each template above.



Allow Me to Introduce Myself…
Writing a strong introduction:

Catch your reader’s attention

Relevant Background Information

Transition sentence (into claim)

Thesis Statement



Remember, when you don’t have a strong thesis statement...

...your paper falls apart.



What the topic sentence?!
What is a topic sentence?

A topic sentence is the first sentence in a 
paragraph.  It expresses the main idea of the 
paragraph.

Why do we need topic sentences?

A good topic sentence helps the writer stay 
organized and on topic, and it helps the reader 
follow the writers progression of idea.  It help 
improve overall fluency and cohesion.



What the topic sentence?!

The topic sentence 
is the MOST 
IMPORTANT 
sentence in your 
body paragraph!!!



What the topic sentence?!
Don’t be like Michael!  A strong 
topic sentence (or mini-thesis) 
accomplishes the following:

★ Reflects & expounds upon 
thesis statement, while 
avoiding stylistic 
redundancy

★ Introduces the paragraph’s 
main idea

★ Employs transitional 
elements, when appropriate



What the topic sentence?!
Mini Lesson: Write three titles for a paper using a 

text you’re currently studying in class. 
Try each template above.

Mini Lesson: Write three titles for a paper using a 
text you’re currently studying in class. 

Try each template above.

Mini Lesson: Construct three topic sentences for the following claim:

★ In order to boost the American economy, the government must invest in beets, bears, and 
Battlestar Galactica.



Move that Body! 



Move that Body! 
Now that we’ve rocked our introduction and crafted killer topic 
sentences, let’s consider some do’s and don’ts for crafting strong body 
paragraphs.



Move that Body! 

Provide cited evidence 

that supports your topic 

sentence.

Choose random quotes 

with loose connections 

to topic sentence.

Do

Don’t



Move that Body! 

Explain the connection 
between the evidence and 
your main idea in specific 
detail.

Presume upon the knowledge 
of your audience, writing in 
broad/vague terms.

Do

Don’t



Move that Body! 
Stick closely to the main idea 
in your topic sentence, when 
developing your body 
paragraph.  

Veer off topic, bringing in 
information that exhibits a 
loose or no connection to your 
topic sentence.

Do

Don’t



Move that Body! 
Continue to engage your 

reader with your 

information and stylistic 

prowess.

Bore your audience with 

basic vocabulary and syntax.

Do

Don’t



“This sounds like you 
want me to write a 
CEI paragraph.”





My, oh my! CEI



Oh, my! CEI
Claim: what the writer is trying to prove
Evidence: the support used to convince the reader
Interpretation: the link between the evidence and the claim; why 
the claim is credible

•THIS is the analysis!!
Include at least two sentences of interpretation

Repeat “Evidence” and “Interpretation” multiple times in order to 
fully support your claim!



Oh, my! CEI
Claim: The Office’s Toby Flenderson, one-man HR department and Regional 
Manager Michael Scott’s human punching bag, is undoubtedly the Scranton 
Strangler, the mysterious killer terrorizing Pennsylvania.

Evidence: Toby has a difficult personal life and a simmering resentment toward 
others in the office, particularly Jim for marrying Pam. 

Interpretation: These personal aspects of Toby’s life reveal that he has motive to 
commit crime. Many crimes are driven by passion, and Toby’s affection for Pam 
is nothing short of passionate, though he is thwarted by Jim. Toby’s inability to 
find personal connection and intimacy could likely result in violent acts against 
others, especially women, to prove he does, in fact, have power over them.



I’m Pleadin’ for a Lead In



I’m Pleadin’ for a Lead In
Freelance writer and blogger Danny Djeljosevic 
explains, “An effective lead-in not only captures 
the reader's attention, but also allows the writer 
to naturally segue into the topic” (Djeljosevic 2). 

Djeljosevic, Danny. “What is a Lead-In Statement?” Leaf Classroom. Leaf Group. 12 October 2018.
https://classroom.synonym.com/leadin-statement-7304203.html 



I’m Pleadin’ for a Lead In 
Freelance writer and blogger Danny Djeljosevic 
explains, “An effective lead-in not only captures 
the reader's attention, but also allows the writer 
to naturally segue into the topic” (Djeljosevic 2). 

Djeljosevic, Danny. “What is a Lead-In Statement?” Leaf Classroom. Leaf Group. 12 October 2018.
https://classroom.synonym.com/leadin-statement-7304203.html 

Lead-in Example



I’m Pleadin’ for a Lead In 
Types of Lead Ins:
● Somebody says
● Independent clause
● Blended



I’m Pleadin’ for a Lead In 

Somebody says lead in:

After locking the doors and 
starting a fire in a 
wastebasket of paper and 
lighter fluid, Dwight Schrute 
screamed, “Fire! Don’t panic! 
Remember our safety 
procedures” (00:02:17-22). 



I’m Pleadin’ for a Lead In 

Independent clause/sentence 
lead in: 

Michael Scott panicked when 
he realized all of the doors 
were locked and the windows 
couldn’t be opened: “Okay, 
we’re trapped. Every man for 
himself!” (00:03:27-30). 



I’m Pleadin’ for a Lead In 

Blended lead in:

Because “nobody paid any 
attention” to Dwight’s “fire 
safety talk,” he intentionally 
started a fire to give the office 
a real emergency “experience” 
(00:00:20-27). 



But the Proof, Sir...Proof? 
Writers need to make sure that the evidence they are using to support their claim  
is effective and relevant. What is effective evidence? It EXPLAINS why the claim  
is correct. Ask yourself , "How does this support" my claim?

To identify effective evidence:
1. Make sure the claim is clear (there is no confusion about what it means)
2. Look at each paragraph and ask: how does this explain or support the claim?
3. If you cannot answer that question it is irrelevant evidence.

4.If you can answer that question, the answer should be in your paragraph.



It’s a Source! A Source? Of Course! Of Course!



It’s a Source! A Source? Of Course! Of Course!
People lie on the internet, so what does this mean for us?

Choose sources that are reviewed for accuracy

1. Academic journals online are nearly always peer reviewed.
2. Look for websites marked .edu or .gov – this means they are 

published by an educational or governmental institution.
3. Look for websites known to be authorities on the subject (like, NASA 

for space exploration).
4. Well-known periodicals (ex. The New York Times) generally report 

factually and objectively – the articles are edited before being 
published



It’s a Source! A Source? Of Course! Of Course!
Wikipedia’s ABOUT US page

CREDIBLE????



It’s a Source! A Source? Of Course! Of Course!
QUESTIONS TO ASK YOURSELF:

� Who is the author?  What qualifies him/her to speak on the 
subject?
� Who is sponsoring this website?  Are any biases at play?
� Where did she/he get this information?
� Can you verify this information from another source?
� When was the website published?
� Has it been updated recently?



It’s a Source! A Source? Of Course! Of Course!
Some websites LOOK credible, but they are catfishing you!



It’s a Source! A Source? Of Course! Of Course!
MLA CITATION INFORMATION HUB

https://owl.purdue.edu/owl/research_and_citation/mla_style/mla_formatting_and_style_guide/mla_formatting_and_style_guide.html


It’s a Matter of Interpretation - TJ



Connecting the Dots  
Now that you’ve constructed an 
amazing  CEI for your body 
paragraph, there’s just one more 
thing to do!  You must connect the 
dots!  Construct the last sentence 
of your body paragraph to 
connect the information you’ve 
presented BACK to your thesis 
statement.  Remind your reader 
what this was all about in the 
first place!!!



On a Mission to Transition 



“Misusing or failing to use 
appropriate transitions is a 
serious offense.”



On a Mission to Transition 

There are so many things 
wrong with this 
sentence; however, we 
can be comforted by the 
fact Michael Scott, at the 
very least, used a 
transition!



On a Mission to Transition 
Here is a list of transition 
words and phrases.

What are some  other 
words and phrases that 
you can use to transition 
between ideas?



On a Mission to Transition 

Exp: “Roy and Pam were 
engaged to be married.  
However, Jim had other plans.” 



On a Mission to Transition 

Exp: “Dwight accidentally 
sequestered Meredith with a 
rabid bat. Consequently, 
Meredith contracted  rabies.  
Fortunately, it was discovered 
early, because Michael hit her 
with his car.” 



On a Mission to Transition 

Exp: “Toby is always trying to ruin 
Michael Scott’s life. He is always 
shutting down Michael’s amazing 
ideas, reporting him to corporate, and 
alienating him from his closest friends.  
Furthermore, Toby is the actual worst.”



On a Mission to Transition 

Don’t get caught neglecting 
to use appropriate 
transitions, or your writing 
will be in big trouble!



Are You Done?
A conclusion provides a thoughtful end to a piece of writing; unfortunately, 
many conclusions are little more than summaries of what has already been 
said. The following slide reviews what to include and avoid in a conclusion.



Are You Done?
Include:
● A  brief summary 

of the paper's 
main points.

● Ask a provocative 
question.

● Use a quotation.
● Evoke a vivid 

image.
● Call for some sort 

of action.
● Universalize 

(compare to other 
situations).
Suggest results or 
consequences.

Avoid:
● Ending with a rephrased 

thesis statement that 
contains no changes.

● Introducing a new idea or 
subtopic

● Focusing on a minor point in 
the essay.

● Apologizing for your view by 
saying such things as "I may 
not be an expert" or "At least 
this is my opinion."

● Attempting to make up for 
an incomplete structure. (If 
you say you will discuss four 
points and only write about 
two, do not try to cover the 
remaining in a concluding 
paragraph.)



Please, Not Another Book Report!!

Summary
● Identifies 

main points 
or

● Identifies 
what was 
stated and 
what was 
included 

● No 
argument 
or 
conclusion 
included

Analysis
● Makes an 

argument
● Reaches a 

conclusion
● Examines and 

interprets 
each element

● Discuss how 
each element 
connects to 
other pieces





It’s Getting Tense in Here!
In English grammar, the literary present tense involves 
the use of verbs in the present tense when discussing 
the language, characters, and events in a work of 
literature. 

The literary present is customarily used when writing 
about literary nonfiction as well as fiction—essays and 
memoirs as well as novels, plays, and poems. For 
example, when writing about an event in The Office,  we 
write, "Dwight screams ...", not "Dwight screamed ...."

https://www.thoughtco.com/what-is-english-grammar-1690579
https://www.thoughtco.com/verb-definition-1692592
https://www.thoughtco.com/present-tense-grammar-1691674
https://www.thoughtco.com/what-is-literary-nonfiction-1691133
https://www.thoughtco.com/what-is-an-essay-1690674
https://www.thoughtco.com/what-is-a-memoir-1691376


It’s Getting Tense in Here!
In ANY paper you write, you 
must MAINTAIN the tense. If 
you’re writing a narrative 
and you choose to write in 
the past tense, you must use 
the past tense throughout 
the writing.



If You’re Not 3rd, You’re Last!



If You’re Not 3rd, You’re Last!
First and second person pronouns diminish the formality of your writing. 

“I,” “me,” “my,” “you,” 
“your,” “our,” “we”

“He,” “she,” “it,” “they,” 
“their,” “them”



If You’re Not 3rd, You’re Last!
The pronouns I, we and you (and related words like me, my, ours, 
ourselves, your, and yours) are unsuitable for academic writing. 
Academic writing needs to sound impersonal, objective, and functional, 
and these words prevent that because they make unnecessary references 
to particular people.

“I think that….”
“You can see from this quote...” 

“We as readers might think…”
“In our society today…”

https://guinlist.wordpress.com/2012/06/13/28-pronoun-errors/


If You’re Not 3rd, You’re Last!
Don’t say… Instead...

“I think that….” Just say what it is that you think!

“You can see from this quote...” Don’t talk about the quote. Interpret 
and connect.

“We as readers might think…” Don’t tell the reader what he/she 
thinks. Interpret sophisticatedly. 

“In our society today…” Eliminate “our.” Say, “In society 
today…”



I’m Drowning in Pronouns!



I’m Drowning in Pronouns!
Pronouns substitute a noun or noun phrase and are a pro-form (a type of 
function word or expression that stands in for another word, phrase, 
clause or sentence where the meaning is understood via the context). 
Words such as it, she, he, and they are examples of pronouns.

Many students fall into the lull of writing something along the lines of...

● “Pam went to grab the water to stop the fire Dwight had started. She 
held the pail tightly in hopes that the slick handle would not cause it 
to slip from her grasp. She ran to the breakroom, only stopping to 
catch her breath along the way. It was a long run. She reached the 
breakroom sink and filled the bucket with water.”



I’m Drowning in Pronouns!
Sentences structured like this are choppy and become boring.

How do we solve this problem?

Try starting sentences with words other than pronouns and avoid the 
common use of pronoun+action+result—instead, switch it up. Ask 
yourself how each sentence can be rewritten. Can you use another word 
to start the sentence, or better yet, the paragraph? How can you show 
your readers what’s happening rather than telling them?



I’m Drowning in Pronouns!
Tips for Using Fewer Pronouns:

● Vary sentence structure
● Combine sentences
● Avoid “to be” verbs



I’m Drowning in Pronouns!
Isn’t this better?

“Pam went to grab water to stop the fire Dwight had started. Holding the 
pail tightly in hopes that the slick handle would not cause it to slip from 
her grasp, Pam ran the long distance to the breakroom, only stopping to 
catch her breath along the way. When she reached the breakroom sink, 
she filled the bucket with water.”



I’m Drowning in Pronouns!
One more thing:

Be careful of “it.”

Students often  overuse the 
word “it.” 

BE MORE DESCRIPTIVE!



Ummm...I Don’t Know What You’re Talking About
Precise language: A vocabulary of precise nouns and vivid verbs helps you create 
strong mental pictures and avoid wordiness.

Concise language: Using the fewest possible words without sacrificing meaning 
makes your writing more understandable. Especially avoid unnecessary use of 
the verb "to be" when it contributes to nominalizations and expletives.



Ummm...I Don’t Know What You’re Talking About
For Example:

Choosing precise language makes it unnecessary 
to add layers of descriptive adjectives that 
lengthen sentences and comprehension time. 
Compare the following generic nouns on the left 
with the more connotative suggestions on the 
right:

youth: juvenile, teenager, child, adolescent
woman: lady, mistress, matron, femme fatale
house: cabin, mansion, cottage, villa
group: horde, clan, team, committee



Ummm...I Don’t Know What You’re Talking About

For Example:If you use concise  language, you will probably find you are already 
using fewer words. However, if you examine how you use "to be" verbs–am, is, are, 
were, was, been–you may find even more that you can condense.

There are problems with the lease. >> The lease has problems.

There are several good reasons to delay making this decision. >>We should delay 
making this decision for several reasons.

There is a natural desire among adolescents to experience freedom from 
authority.>>Adolescents naturally crave freedom from authority.



Ummm...I Don’t Know What You’re Talking About



Tips for Timed Writing



You are ready to rock this essay, like a true Hoya!


