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A Good Argument:
· Task is to create a clearly written argument, based on evidence, about the meaning, power, or structure of a work or works.
· Start From the Topic Prompt
· Establish what exactly you think the question is asking
· Generate a set of keywords or concepts related to the topic at hand
· Using those keywords, establish a rough list of texts you could potentially use to explore the topic

EX:
Imagine you are assigned this topic:
“Comment on the role of nature and the natural world in one of the poems from our course.”
· What are some of the key words, ideas, and concepts related to nature in the poems we’ve read so far?
· Which texts would likely lend themselves to an effective discussion of the role of nature in poetry?
· Now read those texts…
· Once you have a good working list of potential texts to work with, you should read them over again, keeping your key words/concepts in mind, in order to find the best text through which to explore the topic
· Underline/highlight anything you think might fit into the topic
· Start looking for patterns: are there images that seem to recur? Do representations of nature change as the poem progresses? Does nature appear in connection to any other particular imagery/ideas? Are there specific word choices that suggest a way of understanding the role of nature in the poem(s)?

Text and Evidence:
· Assuming you’ve now found two or three texts that address nature in some way and located as much relevant evidence in all of those texts as you can, it’s time to select one to focus on (you can always change your mind)
· Which text interests you the most? Which one seems to have a good combination of quantity of evidence and quality of evidence?
· ie. Which text has enough material to work with, but especially enough material about which you think you might have something interesting to say
· Research Question
· Once you have an idea of a text you’d like to write on, it’s time to start moving toward a thesis.
· Look back at your notes/highlights/underlines/things -you’ve-muttered-to-yourself-under-your-breath-like-a-crazy-person and look for two things: patterns and questions
· A good thesis usually answers a question about interpreting the text.
· But because I’m horrible (or awesome…it’s hard to tell sometimes), I’ve given you essay prompts that are more like statements: “Comment on…” “Discuss…” etc. You’ll have to come up with the question yourself.
Research Question:
· Patterns lend themselves to good research questions:
“What’s the deal with all the connections between the natural landscape and sound/silence in Gray’s ‘Elegy?’”
“Why does Wordsworth only discuss the inspirational potential of the powerful/sublime qualities of nature? Why no sparrows and dandelions?”
“Why is Blake using so many goofy pastoral cliches in ‘The Lamb?’”
“Anna Barbauld starts out talking about a caterpillar in her garden and ends up commenting on war. That’s sort of random, isn’t it?”
· Answers to research questions make great theses

EX:
“Why does Wordsworth only discuss the inspirational potential of the powerful/sublime qualities of nature? Why no sparrows and dandelions?”
· One answer might be:
· “Because, Romanticism!”
· Here’s a better one:
· Because wild, untamed, natural landscapes evoke the powerful feelings that Wordsworth thought it was the poet’s job to express.
EX of Thesis
In “Lines Written a Few Miles Above Tintern Abbey,” William Wordsworth frequently connects the powerful, sublime elements of the natural world to poetic inspiration in order to demonstrate his overall mission as a poet: to express, in a meaningful way, the experience of powerful feelings that are difficult to convey in any other medium.

Thesis:
· Writing the thesis statement, and the brainstorming/editing that goes with it, should be both the first and last thing you do in your essay
· Beware:
· There is a very important difference between an analysis of a text and a summary.
· “Shakespeare uses a number of startling images to subvert his readers’ expectations in Sonnet 130” is a summary of what happens in the poem.
· A thesis must go beyond this to talk about WHY Shakespeare does this. How does subverting expectations help us understand the meaning, power or structure of the work?
· Look your thesis square in the eye and say “So what?”
· If it doesn’t answer you, you don’t have a thesis yet.

