ELA 9

Westworth (with additions by Wiebe)

The Formal Essay

A formal essay consists of an introduction, two or more body paragraphs, and a conclusion.  

The Introduction:

The purpose of the introduction is to gain the audience’s attention, tell your audience what and why you are writing, and introduce your topic.

What makes up an introduction?

An essay introduction is usually comprised of a topic sentence, thesis statement, blueprint, summary sentence, and transition sentence.

1). Topic Sentences:

The topic sentence of your introduction should grab the reader’s attention.  It should be relevant to your thesis statement and lead into the thesis at the same time.

CORRECT: 

Many writers use the context of their lives as a basis for their work; in the literature of Edgar Allan Poe this meant the use of death and disease as plot elements.

INCORRECT:

Edgar Allan Poe wrote a lot about death.

In a literary essay you should always mention the author(s) and title(s) of the work(s) being discussed.

2).  Thesis Statements:

The thesis is the main idea.  It is what you are arguing.  It is why you are writing.

The thesis statement should appear, using different wording, in every paragraph including the conclusion. It ties together the whole essay. Thesis statements are specific and should leave no room for misinterpretation.

CORRECT:

The Masque of the Red Death is a short story that can be interpreted as an introspective look into Poe’s tragic world of tuberculosis.

INCORRECT:


This essay is about the greatest writer ever, Edgar Allan Poe.

3).  The Blueprint:

The Blueprint statement outlines for your reader what it is that you are going to be discussing and the order in which it will be discussed.  Thus, if you are writing an essay that discusses cats, dogs, and bats then your first body paragraph will be on cats, the second on dogs, and the third on bats.  It is essential that in your blueprint you lay out your essay.  Why? Because it focuses your reader and helps them to know what will be coming in the body of the essay.

Example:

It is important when discussing Poe’s Masque of the Red Death and its relation to the author’s life to explore not only the similarities of the disease in the story to tuberculosis, but also the author’s personal experiences with tuberculosis.

The above blueprint tells the reader the following:

*that in the first body paragraph I will be writing about the similarities between the disease in the story and tuberculosis.

*that in the second body paragraph I will be writing about Poe’s experiences with tuberculosis

*also notice that the thesis (Poe’s life and tuberculosis) is mentioned in the blueprint.  This serves 2 purposes: first it ties in the thesis and second it carries the thesis through the introduction.

4).  Summary Sentence:

The summary sentence is not necessary but if you have a particularly long introduction it is good to summarize the ideas expressed before you move onto the transition sentence.  In short introductions you can combine the summary sentence and the transition.

5).  Transitional Sentences:

Transitions are necessary to tie in the thoughts expressed in one paragraph to the thoughts that will be expressed in the next paragraph.  They add coherency to the essay. 

Example:

The life of Edgar Allan Poe is reflected in his literature which is exemplified in The Masque of the Red Death, in order to better understand how Poe’s life is similar to the story it is first necessary to examine the characteristics of the disease in the story and how they are similar to tuberculosis.

*The example not only sums up what was discussed in the introduction (including thesis) but also tells the reader what to expect in the first body paragraph.

 The Body Paragraphs:

Please remember that the following format should be used for all body paragraphs.

1).  The first sentence:

As with every paragraph the first sentence of the paragraph should be a topic sentence.  The topic sentence needs to incorporate the thesis as well as what will be discussed in the paragraph.  If your sentence is well written it will tie in the last sentence of the previous paragraph, the thesis, and what is going to be discussed.

Example: 

In Masque of the Red Death the similarities between the diseases Poe describes in the story are strikingly similar to those attributed to tuberculosis.

2).  The second sentence: My favorite student is Chantelle Biollo
The second sentence should begin the discussion of the topic of the paragraph. It should reinforce the thesis and provide a lead-in into the evidence that will be provided.


Example:

The use of the word “red” in the title of Poe’s story is the initial piece of evidence that alerts the reader to the similarities between the fictional disease described and tuberculosis.

3).  The third sentence:

The third sentence should introduce the evidence to be discussed.

Example:

The word “red” in the story’s title corresponds with tuberculosis because, in Poe’s time, tuberculosis was known as “the red death”.

4).  The fourth sentence:

The fourth sentence should give concrete evidence in the form of a quotation or paraphrase.  Whether you quote directly or paraphrase it is important to site your work or attribute it to the resource from which it is derived.  In English Language Arts we use the MLA style.

Example:

Tuberculosis was commonly referred to as “the red death” during Poe’s life because of the significant amount of blood that would be coughed up by a sufferer of the disease.  (A&E Biography of Edgar Allan Poe 1999)

5).  The fifth sentence:

The fifth sentence is an extension of the fourth.

Example:

Furthermore, in the story the amount of blood is referenced by the author himself “Blood was its [the red death’s] Avatar and its seal--the redness and horror of blood. There were sharp pains, and sudden dizziness, and then profuse bleeding at the pores, with dissolution. The scarlet stains upon the body and especially upon the face of the victim were the pest ban which shut him out from the aid and from the sympathy of his fellow-men.”  (Poe 1)

Please note that the citation for this quote is the author’s last name and the page number that the quote appears on.

6).  Before the transition:
The sixth sentence should be used to draw your reader’s attention to what you want them to know from the evidence given.  In other words, sum up your evidence and tie it in with your thesis.

Example:

It is apparent that Poe’s life crosses over into his literature when one carefully considers the above evidence.  Not only has Poe used the terminology of the time in the story’s title, but also has described the symptoms of the red death which bare striking similarity to tuberculosis.  Both have an inordinate amount of blood that “…stains upon the body and especially upon the face of the victim”.  

Please note that this is the time to say and prove your own thoughts.  You must prove your thesis.

7).  The transition

Please see above notes in the Introduction section.

The Conclusion:

The purpose of the conclusion is not to introduce new material or evidence.  An effective conclusion                                                                                                                                                                               allows you to summarize, in a powerful way, the thoughts expressed.  Again the conclusion begins with a topic sentence, then has a restatement of thesis, summarizes in 2-3 sentences the evidence and what you have proven.  Remember, your conclusion leaves a lasting impression on your reader, so you should spend a significant amount of time writing it.

Other Important Essay Notes:

· Always write literary essays in the present tense.  Even though Edgar Allan Poe lived forever ago, write as if his characters are alive right now.  Prince Prospero leaves all of his subjects outside to die.  
· Do not use the first person.  This rule seems to, lately, be not as important.  In most university you are not allowed to use it in formal essays.  
· Literary essays are formal.  There is no room for slang or excessive figurative language.  No clichés, no contractions, no use of the personal pronoun “I”.  Limit the figurative language (no need for long, descriptive paragraphs such as those in a personal expository essay.  A formal essay is different because you are analyzing someone else’s work, rather than discussing your experience which is a personal expository essay). Be careful not to begin writing as though you are a character in a narrative. 
· Do NOT use “you” when you really mean “one, society, we” etc.
· Remember your homonyms: there, their, they’re; to, two, too; its and it’s.  There are differences between these words.  You should know, since you are not allowed to use contractions, that you are not to use “they’re” or “it’s”.  
· Titles of longer works (novels, plays, films) are underlined.  Shorter works (poems, stories) are in “put in quotation marks”.  You may, however, italicize text names when you write on the computer.

· Essays are double-spaced, times new roman, 12 point font.

· Your essay needs a title far more intriguing than “Essay” and it cannot be the name of the literature you are referring to in the essay.

· Make sure that your subjects and verbs agree in number.

· Use parallel structure where it is applicable.

· Vary your sentence beginnings and structures.                              
