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From subject to topic

A topic is a narrow branch of a subject
Topic comes from the Greek word topos for “place”
The narrow topic limits the content of your essay

Narrow, Narrower, Narrowest

General subject : Media
· Narrowed topic: Commercial
· Specific topic: How commercials manipulate their audience

As your research and writing progresses continue to narrow further. Which commercials? Which audience ?

Focused Topic

How breakfast cereal commercials manipulate primary school children into eating sugary foods.
As your research continues, you will eventually form a thesis statement.

The topic determines what area you will discuss, but not the argument (or position) you will pursue.
Begin with a narrow topic before singling out your thesis statement.

Techniques to narrowing the topic
1. Narrow your topic to a problem or question.
2. Narrow your topic chronologically.
3. Narrow your topic spatially i.e. a geographical division, or something in relation to someone or something else and
4. Narrow your topic by dividing and subdividing.

Narrowing by Problem or Question

Topic: Great Depression of 1929-1941
Question or Problem: “Could the Great Depression of 1929-1941 Have Been Lessened if Congress Had not Passed the Hawley-Smoot Tariff Act of 1930?”

Posing problems or Questions

Topic: Medieval Architecture
Question or Problem: How did he Duties and Responsibilities of Mater Masons Set the Stage for their Future Role as Architects of the Great Cathedrals during the Middle Ages?”

Narrowing Your Topic Chronologically

Topic: Great Depression of 1929-191
Question or Problem: “What were the Economic Effects of the Hawley-Smoot Tariff Act of 1930 During the First Three Years of the Great Depression?”

Final Reminders
Use several techniques to find a narrow focus
Narrow essays are always more interesting to an academic audience than sweeping, encyclopedic papers. (Except in exam essay questions, your work should be precise, not general.)

“Under the Influence”
What is the Subject?
Who is the focus of the discussion?
When and where did thesis incidents occur?
Why is his father’s alcohol abuse important to the author?


Topics and Thesis

“A paper is about its thesis and nothing else.”
The Organized Writer: A Brief Rhetoric (1992)

Find a “Controlling Statement”

In this essay 1 am going to argue that/ show that/ explain how _______.
Example : A course topic in Modern History that asks:
“How were the principles of war applied in the Normandy Campaign?” 

Topic: The Normandy Campaign
In this essay I am going to examine how the principles of war were applied in the Normandy Campaign.
Still too broad? Narrow it further
You need a because-I-want-to-find-out-how/why statement to provide a rationale for your topic.

Find a narrow topic
In this essay I am going to examine how the principles of war were applied in the Normandy Campaign because I am trying to find out to what extent they were followed.

Find a purpose
You need further significance to the results of your research:
In this essay I am going to examine how the principles of war were applied in the Normandy Campaign because I am trying to find out to what extent they were followed in order to judge the performance of the First Canadian Army.

Why bother with the “controlling idea?”
Your eventual intention in formulating your controlling idea is to explain to yourself
What you are writing about-your subject
’What you are trying to discover about it- your question
Why you are interested to know about it- your rationale

The Thesis Statement: What it is Not, What it is.

It is not a statement of fact.
It is not a statement that is self-evident.
It is not a question.
It is not a universal truth that you need to defend to the death.

What is a thesis?
A thesis statement presents the entire essay in miniature, informing the reading how the discussion will unfold. 

The tag phrase, “The intent of this paper,” or the more familiar formulation “This paper will argue/ examine/ show… “ has currency in writing in the sciences and social sciences.
Be aware that in some disciplines (English literature studies, for example) this way of formulating a thesis is considered clunky and unnecessary. 

Sharpening the thesis
Once you have formulated what you think is a sound thesis statement, examine it carefully. Does it clearly indicate the main point of your paper? Does is offer a conclusion of sorts? Can you be more argumentative, more specific? 

Sharpen further

Here is a list of questions with which to interrogate your essay’s thesis:
How?
In what way?
To what extent?
Why?(“because…)
So what?

Your thesis
Should be unique
Should be a position on a specific topic
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