Guidelines for Writing Analytical Essays

Problems of International Politics

030:169, Fall 2006
You will complete several writing assignments during this course.  For all of them, it is important that you convey your ideas in a clear and convincing manner.  Your papers will be limited to a specified number of pages, so it is important for you to determine what information is relevant.  Planning is crucial to writing a good essay; preparing an outline before you start writing will help you to guide your argument.  In planning your essays, remember that when I evaluate your work, I am trying to determine what you know and understand and how well you can form and present an argument.  Although I am familiar with the course material, if you leave out “obvious” points or logical connections or do not define important terms, I can’t be sure if you understand the material.

In your writing assignments for this class, you will be required to make an argument.  Each essay should include an introduction, a body, and a conclusion.  The introduction should introduce the topic, capture the interest of the reader, and explain what you intend to accomplish in the text.  The introduction should include a thesis statement that states your argument succinctly.  In the body of the essay you should present your argument logically and provide evidence to support it.  Each paragraph should address a single point and include a beginning, middle, and an end.  The paper should flow from one paragraph to the next with clear transitions; a paragraph should always be related to the previous and the following paragraph.  The conclusion should summarize and reinforce the argument and explain what you believe that you have proven.  It is often helpful as well to draw out the implications of your argument for future trends, for policy making, or for groups of people.  

Very few people, regardless of level of experience, write excellent essays in one draft.  Editing is very important.  You are strongly encouraged to reread and revise your work.  It is often beneficial to ask another person to read your essay as well.  Look carefully for weaknesses in your argument and for places where you do not explain your point clearly.  Avoid excessive reliance on direct quotations; paraphrase where possible.  Check for continuity and clear transitions, and remove awkward phrasing.  Make sure that you have offered proper citations when you report the ideas of others.  Plagiarism is a crime and a violation of the University of Iowa Academic Honor Code.  I encourage every student to read a web page developed by Professor Mitch Sanders, a professor at Notre Dame.  It can be found at the following link:   http://www.nd.edu/~msander1/plag.html    
Most computer programs help you to check grammar and spelling.  It might be helpful as well for you to review a web page developed by Professor Hensel in the Political Science department at Florida State University about common writing mistakes.  It can be located at http://garnet.acns.fsu.edu/~phensel/writing.html.  One inexpensive style manual that I recommend is The Elements of Style by William Strunk, Jr. and E.B. White.  Papers with multiple grammatical and spelling errors will be penalized. 

There is a writing center on campus where you will find experts to help you with your writing.  I encourage you to take advantage of this opportunity if you feel you can benefit from improved writing skills.  You should call 335-0188 to make an appointment or visit their main office at 110 English-Philosophy Building (EPB).  

Having good ideas is very important, but being able to express them well is also crucial.  Your paper grades will reflect both the points that you make and the way in which you convey the information.  

Note: This was adapted from a guideline for writing essays written by Dr. Ashley Leeds, Department of Political Science, Rice University.

