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Hstaa 302/Writing Guidelines

Debbie McNally-Teaching Assistant

Office Hours: Thursdays 11-12 and by appointment in SMI 116B

dcm9@u.washington.edu
The Historical Essay

A good historical essay is more than a collection of facts cobbled together.  A good historical essay contains an argument that is based on evidence drawn from your interpretation of primary and secondary works and includes an analysis of that evidence. This argument may also be called a thesis.  As Richard Marius states in A Short Guide to Writing About History, the thesis is “the proposition that the writer wants readers to accept.”
  It is your reason for writing the essay.  Each thesis contains multiple claims which unfold as you write your paper.  These claims, in turn, are supported in the body of your paper with evidence which is analyzed.  Thus every historical essay contains a thesis statement, usually in the opening paragraph, and paragraphs consisting of claim, evidence, and analysis followed by a concluding paragraph.  

Tell the reader what you are going to say, say it, and then tell the reader what you said.
Step One—Constructing a Thesis Statement

1.  Make sure you understand the assignment; tease apart the different aspects of the question

     you are being asked to address, for example.

2.  Re-read the documents—class notes, Peterson’s Adams and Jefferson, course reader—on

     which your essay will draw. 

3.  As you re-read, think about and take notes on evidence that leads you to support a particular

     interpretation of the question that you are asked to address.

4.  Construct a draft thesis statement based on your interpretation of the evidence; expect to

     refine your thesis as you write your paper.

Characteristics of a Strong Thesis Statement:

· It is a specific claim that one could argue either for or against. 

· It is not the topic of your paper.

· It ideally answers both “how” (descriptive) and “why” (analytical) questions.

· It is not speculative but lies within the bounds of what you can defend with evidence.

Constructing a Thesis:
Sample Assignment:

How and why did Anne Hutchinson pose a threat to the established structures of power and authority in Puritan Massachusetts?

Not a thesis:

In this paper I will discuss how Anne Hutchinson posed a threat to the established structures of power and authority in Puritan Massachusetts.  

A weak thesis:

Anne Hutchinson posed a threat to the Puritan leadership in the Massachusetts colony.

Getting there:

The leaders of the Puritan community in Massachusetts not only felt uneasy about Anne Hutchinson’s role as a public figure, but were further threatened by her belief that individuals could communicate directly with God.

A solid thesis:

While many Puritan leaders were uneasy about the involvement of women outside the traditional female sphere, Anne Hutchinson’s claim that every individual had the ability to communicate directly with God posed a threat to the ecclesiastical hierarchy in Massachusetts which based its power and authority on its role as mediator between the congregation and God.

Mechanics of a thesis statement:

· It should be placed in the introductory paragraph (Please underline your thesis for all Hstaa 302 essays).
· Introductory paragraph should provide just enough context for the reader to understand your thesis.

· It may require more than one sentence.
· Avoid using first person—“I”—statements in your thesis and/or your paper.

It is impossible to have a strong paper without a strong thesis statement.
Step Two—Writing Your Paper
1. Each thesis statement contains within it several elements, and each element of your thesis may 

    contain several claims.  Think about these claims and how you will organize them into 

    paragraphs to form the body of your paper.

· Each paragraph should begin with a clear concise topic sentence.

· Each paragraph should contain a claim which serves to advance your argument.

· Claims should follow each other in logical progression.

· Each claim must be supported by textual evidence.

· Each paragraph should end with a transition sentence that leads the reader into your next claim.

2.  Think about and organize the evidence that will support your individual claims.

· Each claim must be supported with evidence from the text.

· Use either footnotes (the historical standard), or parenthetical citations to cite your evidence.  Whether you paraphrase, cite directly, or borrow the idea of another writer, you must cite your source; failure to cite your sources constitutes plagiarism and will be referred to the Office of the Provost.

· When paraphrasing, cite like this:

a) Madison claimed that the very existence of government was a reflection on human nature (documents, p. 26).

· When quoting, cite like this:

b)  According to Merrill Peterson, Adams and Jefferson “both were rather reluctant 

     politicians” (Peterson, p. 5).

· Quoted material does not stand alone.  It must be incorporated into a sentence of your own making.

· Place quotations that are four lines or longer in proper block format, but use block quotations sparingly if at all. 

3.  Evidence offered in support of your claim must be followed up by analysis.

· Analysis offers your interpretation of the evidence; do not assume that the evidence speaks for itself.

· Analysis explains how the evidence supports the larger claim.

4.  Conclude your paper with a strong paragraph that draws together the main points of your 

      essay and reiterates your thesis.

· Avoid introducing new ideas in the concluding paragraph.

Step Three—Proof-Read Your Paper

· Is your writing largely free from spelling and punctuation errors?

· Have you used the correct tense?  (Use the past tense when writing about the past and the present tense when describing a piece of writing or writing about the present.)

· Use the active voice rather than a passive voice.  For example, write: “The boy threw the ball,” instead of “The ball was thrown by the boy.”

· Does your paper conform to the assignment guidelines?  (Standard 12-pt. font, double-spaced, 5-7 pages, 1-inch margins, title) 

· Read your paper out loud for sentence fluency, word choice and repetitious phrasing.

· (Don’t) use contractions in formal writing. 

· Use abbreviations correctly: it’s = it is, its = possessive. 

Remember, all good writing is rewriting.

I welcome the opportunity to conference with you regarding your paper or thesis statement.  Please contact me via email or in person to set up an appointment.  I am also available to read rough-drafts of your paper provided that I receive a hard copy of your essay no later than the start of class on Tuesday, January 29.    

Recommended Writing Helps:

Diana Hacker, A Writer’s Reference 

Richard Marius, A Short Guide to Writing About History

William Strunk and E.B. White, The Elements of Style
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