ON WRITING: Structure and Style
Structure

Essays should reflect the standard Introduction-Body-Conclusion structure, an academic and professional level of organization and complexity of thought.  They should be of the same quality as a paper written for English, History or any other course.  Remember that they will be graded on grammatical accuracy and for the level of sophistication (vocabulary used, organization, use of connectors, level of thought, style, etc.) they exhibit.

a)      Introduction

 Here you should have a couple of sentences introducing your thesis statement, quickly followed by the underlined thesis statement.  For a paper that is 1-3pp long, typically, the intro should have from 3 to 4 sentences arranged in the beginning paragraph.  

The couple of sentences preceding your thesis statement should not deal with generalities such as painting, stories, literature, the world, life, etc.  Instead use these first couple of sentences to establish the contents (prepare the ground) of your main claim.  Stick to the text.  The text, and not life or literature or art is the reason you are writing.  Your purpose of writing is clear; as such your paper should be focused in aim and tight in argument.   

Many writers find it effective to write the introduction after having written the rest of the paper.  In this way they are sure their introduction reflects the analysis and energy of the whole paper.  Please note that even if some people do this, every writer has already chosen their thesis statement before beginning to write.

b)      Body

Here is where the student methodically brings up details from the story, chosen to back up the main claim (thesis statement).  Methodically is a key word since the argument should be well planned out. The main claim should be based on the student’s answer to the question specified by the Instructor in class.  Though the answer, explained in complete thoughts and sentences, will be the student’s opinion it will be presented in an argumentative fashion as legitimate analysis.  Break the text apart.  As its reader, extract and produce its meaning. Always include specific and detailed examples from the text. The best way to do this is by citing a specific instance of the text.  After citing directly or indirectly make sure you include the page number in parenthesis.  Ex.  “estoy muerta” (132).

c)      Conclusion 

Comparable to introductions, conclusions should not be too long, nor too short.  For a paper this length, usually four-five sentences will do.  The best way to come up with an effective conclusion is to use a couple of sentences to wrap up your evidence and then to restate your thesis statement in different words, followed by the argument closing.  Again, there is no need for general comments.  Do not introduce new material or ideas.

Style

Individual style aside, your writings and comments should have an academic and professional tone. Be formal.  Do not use colloquialisms or slang.  Your choice of words is important.  

NOTES ON CONTENTS

· Remember that words like poema, pintura,  cuento, historia corta, novela, pasaje, escena, estrofa are all technical terms with a specific technical meaning.  Accordingly they should not be used randomly or interchangeably.  Another technical term, texto, can be used to refer to everything that is written.  When in doubt, you should use this term. 

· Avoid general comments that do not add anything to your main argument and are impossible to prove.  Most students seem to think that in order to write an introduction one has to be general, abstract, and vague.  This is not so.  Avoid general, trite, boring comments on literature, language, mythology, reading, writing, authors.  Usually these comments only make you seem inaccurate and clichéd.  Moreover, it usually has a reductive effect. 
· Avoid making value judgments on the character’s actions, the plot, the story or the author.  Your job is not to say who was right or wrong, who is racist, misogynistic or stupid.  Your job is to come to understand how a literary text picks a theme and develops it; what is the text saying about that theme.  In other words, your mission is to identify the text’s meaning and study how said meaning is produced by the text and your reading of it.  Of course the most innocent and straightforward text is still multivocal, and heterogeneous, thus it is possible to argue convincingly for two different meanings.  I am not interested in every possible meaning but only in the one you see as appropriate.  In this sense your writing process is a very personal one and your paper will be based on your own perspective; your opinion.

· Do not use a text to analyze a specific culture or time period.  You cannot conclude that “they must have thought like this back then” or “they must have thought like this there.”  Your arguments should be about the text not the culture, region, or time period.  Remember that the author is out of bounds.  To use biographical information in order to talk about a text, or to use the text in order to discuss biographical information is a grave mistake. 
· Stick to the text.  Stay close to it.  Interpret, analyze it.  First read it then, read into it.   Do not use it as a springboard to talk about life, love, friends, family, or literature in general.  Be critical and serious.  Be thorough and unforgiving. 
