English 10 – 20 – 30

Writing Literary Essays

One of the writing requirements in the academic program is a literary essay. Essentially, a literary essay is a formal, five paragraph expository essay that explores a specific idea present in a piece of literature.

The purpose of expository writing is to explain a specific idea using strong supporting details and examples. A literary expository essay focuses on an idea within a piece of literature and uses specific examples from that literature to support the chosen idea.

This handout is designed to give you a brief overview of the structure and some of the techniques involved in writing this essay.

The Essay

	
	The overall structure of an essay demands that you write five paragraphs: an introduction, three body paragraphs and a conclusion.



	
	The introduction presents the topic to the reader, hints at the body paragraph content and presents the thesis or focus of your paper. Generally, the thesis is your answer to the essay question posed.



	
	The body paragraphs present specific details and information from the literature you have chosen that support your thesis. Essentially, you use the body paragraphs to show that your idea about the literature is true. Quotations and strong paraphrasing is required

	
	The conclusion restates your thesis, relates the significance of the details in the body paragraphs as a unit, and ends with a thought provoking discussion that ties back to the method/details you chose to begin the essay.




Sound overwhelming?  It should.  Writing a literary essay is a skill introduced in English I0 and usually not mastered until English 30.

Here is a section-by-section look at the requirements of the literary essay.

Introduction


The introduction of a literary essay has three sections to it. This paragraph is responsible for introducing the topic of the essay, the specific details the essay will develop and the thesis, or central idea the essay will focus on.

Section A

The responsibility of section A of the introduction is to grab the reader's attention and to present the general, overall topic of the essay.

There are many effective ways a writer can begin an essay: 

a) a famous quote

b) a series of strong, general statements 

c) effective imagery used to tell a story

d) a dictionary definition of a key term with clarification

e) an effective, thought provoking question with elaboration

The most important thing to remember when writing this opening section to an essay is that whatever you write MUST connect to the purpose of your essay. As well, this particular section should NOT be literature specific, but should simply introduce the topic to be explored within the literature.

For example:

If your essay's purpose is to show how a character's choices can lead to personal success, then you will have to begin your essay making sure that you include details about choices and what they lead to.

A series of strong, general statements

When a person makes specific choices about what to do in their life, often those choices can lead to immense personal success. These specific choices can be ones that are significant, like whether or not to study for an exam, or can be minor ones such as which clothes to wear to a job interview. However, no matter how big or small the choices are, all of them can influence whether or not a person achieves success in their lives.

Effective imagery that tells a story

A young girl sits at her old, worn desk, studying for her math final exam. Math has never been her strong point, but she is determined not to let it defeat her. The next morning, as the exam approaches, she walks into the gymnasium with confidence, knowing that her choice to study all week will certainly help her achieve her goals.

Dictionary definition and clarification

In Oxford's Dictionary of Current English, a choice can be defined as the act or power of choosing. This act or power of choice can lead to someone' s personal success or personal failure.

Effective thought provoking question with elaboration

Have you ever wondered how some of the little choices we make every day can influence our lives in positive ways? Most people think that it is only the major decisions that impact a person, but it could be the more subtle choices, made everyday, that change a person's life for the better.

Notice that all the examples of each technique given focuses on the central purpose of the essay, which is to illustrate that choice can lead to personal success. Remember you must also CATCH the reader's attention, so your choices for this opening must be creative as well as functional.

When you write your essays you will have to make sure that your opening ties in to the topic given, and the focus of your paper. As well, you have to make sure that this section FLOWS smoothly into the next section, which deals specifically with the literature you are going to be analyzing.

Section B

In this section you are responsible to do two things. One, you must introduce the genre, title and author of the literature you will be analyzing. Two, you must hint at the content of the body of the essay, which is essentially the details you will be using to prove your thesis. And three, this section must begin with some type of transition from the opening section.

Obviously, you are going to have to be STRONGLY aware of the details you wish to use in the body paragraphs before you write this section.

Ways to introduce the genre, title and author of the literature are as follows:

In the short story, "On the Sidewalk Bleeding" by Evan Hunter, ...

The short story, "On the Sidewalk Bleeding" by Evan Hunter,...

 "On the Sidewalk Bleeding, " a short story by Evan Hunter,...

Of course, this list is NOT exhaustive as you can play around with sentence structure to come up with your own method.

After you introduce the genre, title and author, you must let the reader know what is to come in the body paragraphs, which essentially are the details you will use to prove your thesis to be true.

An example:

In the novel To Kill a Mockingbird by Harper Lee, many characters make many significant decisions that affect their lives a great deal. Atticus chooses to defend Tom Robinson, even when the rest of the town begins to gossip and threaten his family. He almost loses his children because of the choice he makes. As well, Boo Radley makes a decision to watch over the Finch children, putting his own life at risk as he battles in the dark with Bob Ewell. Last, Tom Robinson chooses to run away from the prejudice of the judicial system instead of facing a new trial and he looses his life because of it.
Now, if you look carefully at the sentences I have written above, can you figure out what the content of the three body paragraphs are that I will write to defend my thesis?

Notice that transition is present, between the three ideas, which allows this section of the introduction to flow smoothly. Depending on what I decide to do for Section A, I may have to modify the beginning of this section to ensure that it flows smoothly.

Section C

Section C is the simplest and the most complicated section at the same time. You are only required to write ONE complete sentence, but it is the most important sentence, as it will communicate to the reader your focus for the ENTIRE paper. This focused statement is called the THESIS statement.

All you need to do is answer the essay question you have been provided, being careful to not simply restate the question or just present the obvious.

For example:

Essay Assignment

Select a character from the novel, To Kill a Mockingbird. and in an essay, illustrate that 

character's central character trait.

What NOT to do:

Atticus is a nice man.

If this is your thesis, first of all, it is very very vague. What do you mean by nice? A poor choice of words and a not very insightful look into the character.

What TO do:

The author, Harper Lee, illustrates that Atticus is a simple man, who passes on simple values and morals to his children.

Now, this is a great thesis. It gives the author credit for the character development. Since character development is an author's choice, the author should get credit. As well, it is an insightful thesis that goes beyond the idea that Atticus is nice.

My only suggestion here is to spend some time thinking about what idea you wish to prove in your essay. One trick to remember is that all of the students in this room have read the same piece of literature and will probably have the same first impression of a character. Perhaps consider tossing aside your first impression and dig a bit deeper.

Consider developing the negative aspects of the essay question instead of the positive one. This is called "looking at the question backward" as most essay questions hint at the positive. However you approach the question, you MUST be original and insightful.

The Body Paragraphs

Essentially, the job of the three body paragraphs is to provide specific details from the literature that PROVE THE THESIS TO BE TRUE.

Each of the body paragraphs must focus on one specific incident, literary technique, character or idea present.

If you look carefully again at our analysis of the introduction, you can see how THREE separate ideas are present there and those are the ideas, in the order they were discussed in the introduction that will show up in the body paragraphs.

The hardest aspects of the body paragraphs are the selection of strong, insightful and appropriate details that accurately prove the thesis to be true. As well, students must do more than just select the details you must SHOW how they prove your thesis.

The next hardest aspect is the topic sentence. The topic sentence must contain TRANSITION and it also must contain words and phrases that link back to the thesis. This is done to remind the reader of the focus for your paper. Think of the essay as a debate of sorts. You never want the audience to forget what side you are on and what your opinion is. The topic sentences of the body paragraph are the best place to remind your readers of the point you are trying to make.

For example:

Alticus' discussion with Scout about the difficulties she is having with school is one way he demonstrates his simple values and morals.

As well, at the jailhouse, Scout's actions indirectly show the ways in which her father's simple values and morals have influenced her in a positive way.

Notice that each example contains some type of transition and also borrows some words or phrases from the thesis statement to remind the reader of the focus for the paper. BOTH of these traits are VERY important when it comes to crafting an effective body paragraph.

The rest of the paragraph that follows is an insightful explanation of the idea you have presented in the topic sentence. Strong quotations and paraphrases must dominate the paragraph as you are using the literature to prove your idea to be true, not just the ideas you personally possess. A good guideline for these paragraphs is to ensure that you have FOUR - FIVE strong details to share within the paragraph. Two of those ideas should contain quotes for support; the other three should be paraphrases that support.

Be careful that you don't just TELL the reader about the idea, but SHOW him HOW the details you have chosen prove your thesis to be true. Do not forget to use strong, effective imagery in your explanations, weave your carefully selected quotes in, and be insightful. 

The Conclusion 


If you look carefully at the diagram to your left, you should notice that it looks an awful lot like an upside down introduction. Essentially, that is EXACTLY what it is. 

In this paragraph, you are required to of course finish the essay. The nice thing is, you already have the work done. You just need to put the finished work into the right places.

This paragraph has three sections, just like the introduction. 

Section C 

Notice that this section contains the same letter identifier as the final sentence in the introduction. That is because you place the same sentence you did in the introduction here. The only trick is you can't put it here word for word. Here, to begin the conclusion, you must REWORD your thesis statement.

This is an important strategy when writing an essay. You want to remind your reader, once again, what the focus of your paper is. If the conclusion is going to end your writing, then the conclusion is your last chance to convince the reader that your ideas are concrete and believable interpretations of the text. 

For example: 

So, in conclusion, Atticus Finch's simple morals and values are the specific traits he successfully passes on to his children. 

Now, again, notice that the conclusion, as it is a beginning sentence for a paragraph, contains TRANSITION. Your opening sentence in the conclusion, which rewords your thesis, MUST always being with some type of transition. The hardest part here is making sure your transition is not as mechanical as my above example is.

Section D 

This section is a summary section of sorts. You need to look at the FULL presentation of ideas you made in each body paragraph, and explain the overall significance or importance of those details. It is like being a lawyer and doing your summation. You want to remind the reader of the most effective parts of your argument, which will be the most effective details you chose to prove your thesis true. To begin, it might be helpful to suggest that you create ONE specific statement of significance for each body paragraph. The only pitfall to this is that you have to remember to provide TRANSITION between these three sentences, or you end up creating a list of details that don't connect. The thing to remember is that you are trying to win an argument. You just presented your thesis again, in different words in case the reader didn't clearly catch it the first time, and you are now trying to present the key, significant details/ideas you developed in a limited space to prove that thesis true.

Section E 

Ah, the section that causes students tons of grief. This section is fondly known as the universal appeal. What that means is, the details that are present here must appeal to a wide audience, and must show that the idea you just developed in this essay have significance and purpose outside of the literature. It could live and breathe in the real world, in the here and now. It is your chance to share your personal opinions, insights and feelings. This is the only section, other than in the opening of the conclusion, where you can use first person pronouns when you share your ideas. 

The only trick is, the details in your universal appeal MUST relate, somehow, to the ideas you have shared. You can't just ramble on and go off topic, as your essay will not end in the powerful way that you want Think of the lawyer's summation - he leaves a powerful set of statements to end his argument, often appealing to the jurors in some way - you need to do the same to the readers of your essay. 

A strong technique, that creates unity in an essay, is to go back to the technique you used to open, and end using that same technique, or spring boarding from it

For example: 

If I started with a series of general statements, I could end that way too. 

The characters in the novel are not the only ones who make significant choices in their lives that lead to personal success. I would like to think that my decision to enroll in English 10 is a decision that will payoff for me in the future too. It opens doors for me in the area of post- secondary studies that would otherwise be shut if my choice had been different. Sure, I may not be making life or death choices like Boo or Atticus, but I am still making choices that will affect my life in a specific way. No one can make them for me and no one can suffer the consequences of them, good or bad, but me. I would not have it any other way.

If I started with effective imagery and elaboration, I could end that way too, using the same imagery pattern I established in the beginning.

As that young girl walks out of the gym, she cannot help but smile. The exam that she was intimidated by was conquered by her decision to study and study hard. As she looks around the foyer at her exhausted and tentative peers, she knows now that she has learned what they have not responsibility for your actions and making strong personal choices can only lead to success.  Success that the report card defines as an A+.
If I started with a question, I could return to that question and perhaps answer it, or bring up others that relate.

Do small, seemingly insignificant decisions really impact our lives? I think they do. Yes, Atticus and Boo were affected deeply by huge decisions they had to make - those decisions ultimately altered their lives forever. However, I look at my daily decisions and think that they too can have an impact. What if I skip class? How will I catch up? Will I catch up? What if I miss practice? Will I let my team down? Seemingly small decisions can certainly impact both yourself and those around you. Think about that the next time you are faced with a choice I can almost guarantee it will help you make the right decision. 

Now these are just some examples of how the universal appeal can be handled. Notice that the most important thing is to connect the opening of your essay to the closing. This provides the artistic unity required. Plus, it will also help you from straying off topic, which is a damaging pitfall to a literary essay. 

There are so many restrictions placed on the literary essay: 

a) no slang 

b) no contractions 

c) present tense 

d) quotations and paraphrasing 

e) effective title 

f) required paragraph number and structure 

Because of these restrictions, it is important to take advantage of the creative parts. So, BE CREATIVE in the opening of the introduction and in the closing section of the conclusion. The essays will be far more fun to write and far more fun to read if you capture the reader's interest at both the start and the finish. The rest will just fall into place.
A.





B.





C.





C.








D.








E.












Section 5
Page 55

