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WRITING BASICS PACKET 

English I Pre-AP 

 

ESSAY BASICS: THE THESIS STATEMENT 

 

A THESIS is a statement that expresses the central claim or argument that you seek to prove in an essay.  It typically falls 

at the end of the introductory paragraph and is usually one sentence in length. 

 The thesis should contain two parts –  

(1) the assertion your essay will prove.  

(2) the reasons that support that assertion.  

 A thesis must be an arguable statement.  There is no point in proving something that is obviously true. 

 A thesis should not contain “be” verbs (am, are, is, was, were, be, been, being), it should be written in the active 

voice, and it should NEVER use “I think,” “I believe,” “I will prove,” or any “I” statement. 

 A thesis should never contain summary. 

 The thesis should guide the organization, structure, and content of your essay.  

 

Example of effective thesis statements: 

Companies should not expand their oil drilling into national forests due to the waste such drilling would leave 

behind, the risk of contamination of underground water resources, and the potential destruction of the habitats of 

many plants and animals. 

 This essay should: 

o present the argument that companies should not drill for oil in national forests. 

o present evidence to support the claims that drilling would cause contamination of underground water 

resources, destruction of the habitats of many plants and animals, and waste to be left behind. 

 

Martin Luther King, Jr.’s tireless efforts to promote equality for all and his instrumental role in the Civil Rights 

Movement make him an integral and noteworthy part of America’s history. 

 This essay should: 

o present evidence that MLK, Jr. promoted equality for all and was instrumental in the Civil Rights 

movement. 

o present an argument and evidence that these contributions allow us to say that he is an integral part of 

American history. 

 

ESSAY BASICS: WRITING BODY PARAGRAPHS 

 

A TOPIC SENTENCE expresses the main idea of a body paragraph.  All other sentences in a paragraph provide details 

to support the topic sentence. 

 Everything in the paragraph should tie back to and prove the topic sentence, and the topic sentence should tie 

back to and help prove the thesis statement. 

 Just like a thesis statement, the topic sentence should contain both the topic and an arguable statement about that 

topic. 

 Think of the topic sentence as the “mini-thesis” of the paragraph! 

 

A CONCRETE DETAIL is a specific example (piece of evidence) to support your topic sentence. 

 Concrete detail can take the form of: 

o direct quotations (embedded and cited!). 

o paraphrasing. 

o facts and statistics. 

o descriptions. 

 The concrete detail must 

o be related to the topic sentence/thesis. 

o be used to prove the topic sentence/thesis. 

 Quotations/Concrete Detail should NOT be used merely to summarize plot! 
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COMMENTARY/ANALYSIS is your interpretation of the concrete detail (evidence) as it relates to your topic 

sentence/thesis statement.  

 This is where you prove that your concrete detail proves your topic sentence, which proves your thesis.  You see 

that there‟s a whole lot of proving going on, yes? 

 This is your explanation of the quotation and how it relates to your argument.  It is not a paraphrase! 

 This should NOT contain plot summary. 

 Concrete detail should ALWAYS be followed by Commentary/Analysis.  Don‟t ever leave a quote hanging! 

 

 

ESSAY BASICS: WRITING INTRODUCTIONS AND CONCLUSIONS  

 
THE INTRODUCTION: The introduction should be designed to attract the reader's attention and give her an idea of the 

paper‟s focus. The introduction should: 

 engage the reader's attention.  

 identify for the reader the central issue or subject. 

 establish the tone of the essay.  

 

1. Begin with an attention grabber.  The attention grabber you use is up to you, but here are some ideas:  

 Anecdote 

An anecdote is a story that illustrates a point. Be sure your anecdote is short, to the point, and relevant to your 

topic. You may find an anecdote in your research that you wish to retell. If you paraphrase the story be sure to cite 

your source. This can be a very effective opener for your essay, but use it carefully.  

 Summary/Background  Information 

A few sentences explaining your topic in general terms or background history on the topic can lead the reader 

gently to your thesis. Each sentence should become gradually more specific, until you reach your thesis.  

 Specific Detail Opening 

Giving specific details about your subject appeals to your reader's curiosity and helps establish a visual picture of 

what your paper is about. 

2. After the attention grabber, add a few sentences that will provide a bridge to your thesis.  

3. Finish the paragraph with your thesis statement.  

 

POOR INTRODUCTIONS:  

1. The truism: When an obvious "truth" is disguised in showy language: “There can be no doubt that studying requires 

concentration."  NOTE: Anything that goes without saying shouldn't be said (or written).  

2. The obvious dictionary definition: " Webster's New Collegiate Dictionary defines wit as being...."  

3. Facts no one needs to be reminded of:  "John F. Kennedy, who served as president of the United States...."  

4. Broad and boring clichés : "The processes of life are awe inspiring."  “Throughout time there has...” 

5. An announcement of the content: "In this paper, I will explain...." 

 

THE CONCLUSION:  

The conclusion brings closure to the reader, summing up your points or providing a final perspective on your topic. 

 

1. The conclusion should: 

 briefly review the main points (being careful NOT to restate them exactly).  

 make one last effort to convince the reader your stance/view is correct. 

 suggest larger consequences now that the evidence has been presented.  

 expand outward.  What is the significance of the analysis or argument that you‟ve presented on a larger scale?  

2. Strategies for writing effective conclusions:      

 Call to action. 

o Suggest specific actions that the reader should take in light of the information you've provided. Make 

recommendations about what needs to be done now. 

 Speculate about what your thesis implies for the future. 

o Comment on what will happen if no one takes ends up paying attention to what you‟ve said. What are the 

consequences?    
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POOR CONCLUSIONS:  

1. The unnecessary summary: only lengthy, complex papers need a conclusion that summarizes the material covered 

in the paper.  Do not go over every point in detail. 

2. The broad and boring cliché:  “So as this issue is of great importance and affects us all.” "And as for the future, 

only time will tell." 

3. The unnecessary announcement: "And in conclusion, let me say...."  

4. The waste basket ending: do not try in the final paragraph to say everything you didn't have room for in the body of 

the paper.  

5. The fade-out:  "Researchers have so much more to discover in this area. Whatever we say now will be superseded in 

the near future."  

6. The wild surmise: Don‟t suggest ideas that are wildly off-topic or not supported by your paper. "From this we see the 

utter futility of ever trying to help another person."  

7. The mirror image (the most common problem): the writer merely repeats the thesis and summarizes the main 

points--a dull and mechanical conclusion. 

 

ESSAY TYPING INSTRUCTIONS AND REMINDERS 

 

1. ALL assignments that are handed in (whether typed or handwritten) must include a full MLA heading in the 

upper left-hand corner of the first page.  The correct format for the heading is as follows: 

 

Your Name     Ima Freshman 

Teacher‟s Name    Mr(s). Teacher 

Course – Period     English I Pre-AP – 1  

Date in MLA Format    25 August 2010 

 

If the MLA heading contains one error (i.e., the date in the incorrect format or two lines transposed), it will result 

in two points being deducted from the assignment.  Two or more errors will result in a five-point deduction. 

 

PLEASE NOTE: A heading and a header are NOT the same thing!  Your heading does not belong in your header 

if you are typing the paper. 

 

2. All essays and major writing assignments must be typed and formatted according to the following guidelines: 

a. One-inch (1”) margins 

b. Times New Roman, 12 point font 

c. Double spacing 

d. Last Name and Pagination in the header in the upper right hand corner of every page 

e. Center the title after the heading. Do not italicize it, place it in quotation marks, or make it bold. 

f. DO NOT add extra spaces between the heading and the title or the title and the body. 

g. Other than the title, all text should be left-aligned. 

h. indent the first line of each new paragraph 1/2 inch to the right of the margin 

i. Print on one side of the paper only. 

 

PLEASE NOTE: These are generally NOT the default settings in Microsoft Word.  You have to set them 

yourself! 

  

Because these are the very basic expectations, deductions for failing to format papers correctly will be heavy!  Be 

sure to keep this document in your Permanent Papers section so that you have quick and easy access to it at all 

times. 

 

3. All assignments must contain an original title.  

 

4. Unless told otherwise, maintain a formal, academic tone in your essays.  This means that you need to avoid 

slang, contractions, and abbreviations.  This also means using the third-person unless otherwise directed.  Do 

not use first- or second-person unless it is in a direct quotation. 
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EMBEDDING QUOTATIONS 

 

1. Quotations can be used in four distinct ways. 

“It was the best of times, it was the worst of times.” 

 -Charles Dickens 

A. At the beginning of the sentence: 

“It was the best of times, it was the worst of times,” wrote Charles Dickens of the eighteenth century. 

B. At the end of the sentence: 

During the eighteenth century, Charles Dickens wrote, “It was the best of times, it was the worst of 

times.” 

C. Divided by your own words: 

It was the best of times,” wrote Dickens of the eighteenth century, “it was the worst of times.” 

D. In the middle of the sentence: 

Charles Dickens wrote, “It was the best of times, it was the worst of times,” during the eighteenth century. 

 

2. Beware of Punctuation! 

“Poets are the unacknowledged legislators of the world.” 

 -Percy Shelley 

A. The quote is formally introduced. 

Shelley held a bold view: “Poets are the unacknowledged legislators of the world.” 

B. The quote is an integral part of the sentence and is informally introduced: 

 According to Shelley, “Poets are the unacknowledged legislators of the world.” 

C. The quote is an integral part of the sentence: 

 Shelley looked at poets as “the unacknowledged legislators of the world.” 

 

3. Basic Reminders 

1. All quotes should be the bare minimum to get the point across! 

2. Try to maintain the punctuation of the quote. 

3. If you must change the tense or form of a word in a quote, indicate that you‟ve done so by enclosing the 

word in brackets. (ex. “She went to [Ricky‟s] house” instead of “his house.”) 

4. Do your absolute best to make the quotation fit into the flow of your writing. 

 

COMMON ERRORS IN USAGE 

 

Common errors in writing: 

 Use for example, or such as rather than like. 

 Do not abbreviate.  Write all numbers out.  Do not use “&” for “and”. 

 Write out all numbers under 100. If it is a date, or if it is a time, you may use numerals. 

 Do not use a lot.  Use much, many, or several. 

 Capitalize proper nouns, such as Kingwood High School.  Do not capitalize common nouns (“I went to that high 

school for four years.” 

 

Use commas correctly: 

 Use a comma after an introductory dependent clause.  (When school is out, I shall go home.) 

 Use no comma if the subordinate conjunction is in the middle of the sentence.  (I shall go home when school is 

out). 

 Use a comma to set off introductory words or phrases.  (Therefore, we must do our best to remember these rules.) 

 Use a comma to set off parenthetical elements that are not necessary to the meaning of the sentence.  (Jerry did, 

however, study for three hours.) 

 Use a comma to separate independence clauses in a compound sentence.  (I shall learn these rules, and I shall do 

well.) 

 Use no comma if the sentence is not compound.  (I shall learn these rules and do well.) 
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 HELPFUL WORD CHOICE REMINDERS 

 

Bad Words List:  This is a list of words that should NEVER appear in your formal writing for this class. 

 

*using "you know?" 

„cause (instead of “because”) 

„cuz 

a lot (and when you do use it, it is two 

words) 

amazing 

and so on 

and then 

awesome 

bad 

etc. 

fine 

fun 

get, got, getting, gotten 

good 

great 

gross 

I believe 

I feel 

I think 

I 

Me 

My 

our 

you 

we/us 

in conclusion 

in my opinion 

s/he says 

the author says 

it says 

this quote / this quote shows 

this shows / this shows that 

kind of (“I am kind of tired”) 

major / majorly 

make/made (“It makes/made 

me…”) 

nice 

OK 

pretty (“I am pretty full”) 

really 

sort of “(I am sort of tired”) 

stuff 

to me 

totally 

very 

weird 

well (“Well, I saw him”) 

 

 

Commonly misspelled words --- (you do NOT want to misspell any of these words): 

a _ lot  

acceptable  

accidentally  

apparent(ly) 

argument 

believe 

business 

calendar 

changeable 

conscience 

conscious 

definite(ly)  

desperate 

discipline 

embarrass(ment)  

excellent  

exercise  

existence  

experience 

February 

feminist(s) 

finally 

foreign 

harass 

humorous 

ignorance  

immediate 

independent 

intelligence 

judgment 

leisure 

library  

license 

lightning 

lying  

maintenance 

maybe 

memento  

miniature 

minuscule 

mischievous 

misspell 

neighbor 

noticeable  

occasionally 

occurrence 

perseverance  

possession 

probably 

pronunciation  

publicly 

receipt 

receive 

recommend 

referred 

relevant/ance 

responsibility  

restaurant 

rhyme 

rhythm  

schedule 

scientist(s) 

separate 

throughout  

tomorrow 

tyranny 

until  

vacuum 

Wednesday 

weird 

 

Contractions and "slang" 

Your essays should not sound like your speech (how you sound when you are talking to your friends), however they 

should carry a more formal tone at all times. You should avoid slang (this excludes instances of dialogue or poetry, in 

which you try to incorporate the real sound of the spoken word in order to make a point), as well as cliches. 

 

Examples to avoid: 

can't  

y‟all 

wanna  

don't  

hadn't 

you're 

it's 

won't 

they'd 

he'll 

we'll 

gonna

 

Know the difference between... 

There/Their/They‟re    affect/effect  it's (it is)/its (possession)     to/too/two       

your (possession)/ you're (you are)   then/than  weather whether 
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HELPFUL TRANSITIONAL EXPRESSIONS 

 

To add or show sequence 

again 

also 

and 

and then 

besides 

equally important 

finally 

first 

further 

furthermore 

in addition 

in the first place 

last 

moreover 

next 

second 

still 

too

 

To compare 

also likewise similarly in the same way

 

To contrast 

although 

and yet 

but 

but at the same 

time 

despite 

even so 

even though 

for all that 

however 

in contrast 

in spite of 

nevertheless 

notwithstanding 

on the contrary 

on the other hand 

regardless 

still 

through 

yet

 

To give examples or intensify 

after all 

an illustration of 

even 

for example 

for instance 

in fact 

indeed 

it is true 

specifically 

that is 

to illustrate 

 

To indicate place 

above 

here 

opposite to 

adjacent to 

near 

there 

below 

nearby 

to the east 

elsewhere 

on the other side 

to the left 

farther on

 

To indicate time 

after a while 

immediately 

so far 

afterward 

in the meantime 

soon 

as long as 

in the past 

subsequently 

as soon as 

lately 

then 

at last 

meanwhile 

thereafter 

at length 

now 

until 

at that time 

presently 

until now 

before 

shortly 

when 

earlier 

simultaneously 

formerly 

since

 

To repeat, summarize, or conclude 

all in all 

altogether 

as has been said 

in brief 

in other words 

in short 

in simpler terms 

n particular 

on the whole 

that is 

therefore 

to put it 

differently

 

To show cause or effect 

accordingly 

as a result 

because 

consequently 

for this purpose 

hence 

otherwise 

since 

then 

therefore 

thereupon 

thus 

to this end 

with this object
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USEFUL VERBS 

 

Strong vs. Weak Verbs 

To help you move away from summary and toward ANALYSIS, you need to begin to incorporate strong verbs into your 

writing when discussing the writer‟s rhetorical choices. Below is a list of verbs that are considered weak because they 

imply summary and a list of verbs that are considered strong because they imply analysis. Strive to use the stronger verbs 

in your essays to help push yourself away from summary and toward analysis: “The writer flatters…” NOT “The writer 

says…” 

 

Weak Verbs (Summary) 

explains  

goes on to say  

relates 

says 

shows 

states  

tells 

this quote shows 

 

 

Strong Verbs (Analysis) 

admonishes  

analyzes  

argues 

compares  

contrasts 

defines  

demonizes  

denigrates  

describes 

dismisses  

emphasizes  

enumerates  

establishes  

expounds  

flatters  

implies  

lionizes  

lists  

minimizes  

narrates  

praises  

processes  

qualifies  

questions 

ridicules  

suggests  

supports  

trivializes  

vilifies  

warns

 

 

Alternatives to “show” 

 

Acknowledge 

Address 

Analyze 

Apply 

Argue 

Assert 

Augment 

Broaden 

Calculate 

Capitalize 

Characterize 

Claim 

Clarify 

Compare 

Complicate 

Confine 

Connect 

Consider 

Construct 

Contradict 

Correct 

Create 

Convince 

Critique 

Declare 

Deduce 

Defend 

Demonstrate 

Deny 

Describe 

Determine 

Differentiate 

Disagree 

Discard 

Discover 

Discuss 

Dismiss 

Distinguish 

Duplicate 

Elaborate 

Emphasize 

Employ 

Enable 

Engage 

Enhance 

Establish 

Evaluate 

Exacerbate 

Examine 

Exclude 

Exhibit 

Expand 

Explain 

Exploit 

Express 

Extend 

Facilitate 

Feature 

Forecast 

Formulate 

Fracture 

Generalize 

Group 

Guide 

Hamper 

Hypothesize 

Identify 

Illuminate 

Illustrate 

Impair 

Implement 

Implicate 

Imply 

Improve 

Include 

Incorporate 

Indicate 

Induce 

Initiate 

Inquire 

Instigate 

Integrate 

Interpret 

Intervene 

Invert 

Isolate 

Justify 

Locate 

Loosen 

Maintain 

Manifest 

Manipulate 

Measure 

Merge 

Minimize 

Modify 

Monitor 

Necessitate 

Negate 

Nullify 

Obscure 

Observe 

Obtain 

Offer 

Omit 

Optimize 

Organize 

Outline 

Overstate 

Persist 

Point out 

Possess 

Predict 

Present 

Probe 

Produce 

Promote 

Propose 

Prove 

Provide 

Qualify 

Quantify 

Question 

Realize 

Recommend 

Reconstruct 

Redefine 

Reduce 

Refer 

Reference 

Refine 

Reflect 

Refute 

Regard 

Reject 

Relate 

Rely 

Remove 

Repair 

Report 

Represent 

Resolve 

Retrieve 

Reveal 

Revise 

Separate 

Shape 

Signify 

Simulate 

Solve 

Specify 

Structure 

Suggest 

Summarize 

Support 

Suspend 

Sustain 

Tailor 

Terminate 

Testify 

Theorize 

Translate 

Undermine 

Understand 

Unify 

Utilize 

Validate 

Vary 

View 

Vindicate 

Yield 

 


