
HOW TO THINK ABOUT 
YOUR FIRST ESSAY 



What is an essay? 

¨  An essay is a piece of writing that attempts to make 
one main point (thesis) 

¨  The entire essay attempts to push forward this main 
point 

¨  This main point must be analytical, not factual 
¨  Main point must be something someone could 

potentially disagree with 
¨  Literary essay: thesis statement must discuss a 

literary element or a theme that recurs 



Coming up with a thesis statement   

¨  Is a process 
¨  You won’t look at the question, think for five minutes 

and come up with a thesis 
¨  Thesis will become much clearer AFTER you’ve 

written your first draft 
¨  First step: come up with a “working thesis” 



How does “My Amendment,” by George 
Saunders, satirize aspects of our world? 

¨  Weak: The story makes many interesting statements 
about gay marriage. 

¨  Strong:  
¨  Saunders uses satire to poke fun at the underlying 

absurdity behind the anti-gay marriage movement. 
¨  By using humour and exaggeration, the story shows 

how out of touch with their own desires Americans 
have become. 



How is Lenny and Eunice’s relationship shaped by 
the events of the world unfolding around them? 
 
¨  Weak: Lenny and Eunice’s relationship is heavily shaped 

by the events of the world unfolding around them. 
¨  Strong: 
¨  Lenny and Eunice’s relationship [make specific statement 

about their relationship] because the events of the 
world around them [do something]. 

¨  By [doing something], the world around them forces 
Lenny and Eunice’s relationship to [make specific 
statement about their relationship]. 

¨  The [literary element] in the novel forces Lenny and 
Eunice’s relationship to [make specific statement about 
their relationship]. 



The essay writing process 

¨  Brainstorm: allow your mind to wander, come up 
with working thesis, find quotes to shape your 
argument, make connections, group quotes into 
potential paragraphs 

¨  First draft: get your ideas down on paper, don’t 
worry about quality, organization 

¨  Revision: move things around, delete sentences, add 
sentences 

¨  Final draft: put everything together, produced 
organized and polished piece of writing 



Ideas Generating Session 

¨  Step One: Thinking piece 

¨  Read all the questions carefully. Read them again. Read them a third 
time. 

¨  Circle three questions that you potentially might want to write about. 
¨  For each one, write a short brainstorm. Write for five minutes without 

stopping. Just get down any ideas that come into your head.  
  
¨  Step Two: Essay Ideas Roundtable 
  
¨  There will be 11 stations set up around the room. Each one will discuss a 

different topic. You will go around and spend a few minutes discussing 
each question with a group of people. The point of this exercise is to 
share ideas and to inspire. Have a paper and pen handy to jot down 
notes and ideas. Always have your novel on hand to refer to.   


