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Tips for Writing College Papers
Before you ever start writing, think about the topic. Don’t just repeat what you’ve read.
New ideas and interpretations are usually more important than restating facts.
Focus on your thesis statement, which is your main idea stated in one sentence. This one
sentence can make writing your paper easier. One easy way to create a thesis statement
is to start with a question. Ask yourself an open-ended question (a question that can’t be
answered with a yes or no). If you’re having trouble finding an open-ended question, try
adding “why” or “how” to the beginning.
For example:
NOT OPEN ENDED: Do textbooks cost too much?
OPEN ENDED: How are textbook prices reached, and is that process fair?
Next, answer your question. One strategy is to repeat the question and add the word
“because”: The cost of college tuition (or is not) is too high because (write your
reasons here).
Usually, the thesis statement is the last, or next-to-last, sentence in the introduction.
Next, create topic sentences (or mini-thesis statements) for each paragraph in your paper.
They can be written first or last, whichever helps you to best organize your thoughts.
To write your topic sentences, look at what’s after the “because” in your thesis statement.
For each of those ideas, follow the same steps you used for the thesis statement,
asking and answering a question.
For example: Although the increase in tuition exceeds the rate of inflation, tuition now
also covers extra services for students including tutoring, technology access, and
recreational events.
Usually, each topic sentence begins a paragraph or group of paragraphs that relate to it.
Many professors will want you to write without using first person (I, me, my, we, us), but
that’s not always true. Ask your professor if you’re unsure. If you have trouble avoiding “I
think” or “I believe, statements, start sentences that way, then cross the beginnings off:
For example: I think textbooks cost too much for what they’re used for, can be changed
to Textbooks cost too much for what they’re used for.
Nearly all professors will want you to write without using second person (you, your,
yourself). If you find yourself using second person, figure out who you’re really talking
about. Are you talking about yourself? If yes, use “I.” Are you talking about everyone? If
so, use “everyone,” “anyone,” or “people.” However, if you can get more specific, that’s
even better.
For example:
INSTEAD OF: You pay tuition hoping for a high paying job.
USE: Students pay tuition hoping for a high paying job.
Most importantly, ask questions if you’re not certain of something. Talking to a
classmate, friend, or family member is a good starting point, but what may be true in your
friend’s class may be different in yours. Remember, your professor is the final authority in
your class.

