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Approaching the Question 
 What exactly does the question ask you to demonstrate?  
 What kinds of things will your reader need to be shown in order to understand your  

answer? 
• Can you break down this big question into distinct, smaller questions? 

 What key terms will need to be defined? 
 What is the range of evidence that will be necessary to answer this question 

convincingly? (Do you need evidence from a specific text, or do you need to draw 
extensively on broader historical context outside of it? What primary and secondary 
sources seem useful to prove your point?) How are these types of evidence going to be 
related in your argument? 

 
Evaluate Your Thesis 

 Does the thesis offer a direct answer to the question you are being asked? 
 Note that when a question is particularly complex, it might require that your thesis be 

longer than one sentence. For this paper, aim for 1-3 sentences. 
 Does the thesis mention the major figures that will be addressed in the essay? 
 Is the thesis specific enough that, when read on its own, it gives a clear sense of your 

position? 
 Does the thesis give an argument (something that can be supported with evidence, and 

can be evaluated as right or wrong on the basis of objective evidence) or does it give 
only an opinion (a personal belief based on subjective reasoning)? 

 
Evaluate Your Introduction 

 What are the central figures, terms, ideas that you will be discussing in your essay? 
NOTE: You do not have to define all your terms in the first paragraph or thesis, but you 
will need to explain all major concepts, and how you are using them, within the first few 
paragraphs. In other words, provide your reader with the vocabulary you want them to 
use. 

 Does the introduction give a clear sense of how central terms taken up by the thesis are 
related to each other? 

 Has the introduction given the reader enough information to know: a) what the paper is 
about; b) what the grounds of the question are (what is being contested or argued over); 
c) what your particular answer to the question will be? 

 How does the introduction transition into the rest of the paper? 
 
Organizing the Rest of the Paper 

 What points will you need to make and prove to answer the question? 
 What is the clearest, most logical way to present your argument, paragraph to 

paragraph? 
• What main point will each paragraph demonstrate? 
• How will the argument of each paragraph connect to the argument of the next 

one? (In other words, how will you “signpost” to the reader that you are 
transitioning from one argument to another?) 

 What evidence from the primary and secondary texts will support these points? 
• Why will these specific passages help the reader understand your point? How 

should the reader understand this passage, and why does this evidence advance 
your argument? 

 What evidence seems to argue against your position? 
• Can we dismiss this evidence, or must we accept some openness and ambiguity? 
• Can the paper acknowledge counter-evidence but ultimately reaffirm the thesis? 

 When you restate your thesis in the conclusion, have the body paragraphs leading up to 
that point fully demonstrated why your argument makes sense based on the evidence 
you have provided to the reader?  


