Historical Essay Tips
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from History Review, a journal for English students reading the History A-level

PRIVATE
Writing a good essay involves the sort of verbal craftsmanship which can only come from long periods of hard practice. There is no short-cut to success and no foolproof formula to follow. 

Hence what follow are tips not commandments. Nevertheless they are worth thinking about. 

1. Answer the question, the whole question and nothing but the question. You can only score if you are being relevant, so take your time, before plunging into the writing, to think clearly about the meaning of the essay thesis and to make an essay outline. Many teachers advise students to look for the 'key words and phrases' in a thesis – but it is as well to remember that every word serves some function and therefore is important. Figure out what questions must be addressed in order to prove the thesis argument.

2. Be direct and explicit: don't leave it for the reader to puzzle out the relevance of what you are writing. That means giving a relevant argument: if you're not arguing a case, you're not answering the question. 

3. The introduction is vital if you are to avoid the two most common pitfalls, being irrelevant and writing a narrative. Try to do three things: 

a) analyze the question, defining its meaning and establishing its parameters; 

b) sub-divide the question into smaller areas (on each of which you will subsequently have a paragraph); and 

c) outline an argument or, perhaps, several alternative interpretations. 

By all means have a dramatic first sentence – to shock the reader from the stupor that prolonged marking invariably induces – but do not merely 'set the scene' or begin to 'tell a story'. There's no time for this. 

4. The conclusion is critical. Do not bring in fresh factual material, and do not address the 'next' topic (for instance, what Hitler did after 1933 once you've answered the question by explaining why he came to power). Instead, return to the actual wording of the question and answer it as directly and succinctly as possible – and make sure it's consistent with what you've written earlier. 

It may seem perverse, but it's worth experimenting by writing the conclusion to an essay first: then you'll know exactly where you are heading. 

5. Deal with one relevant issue per paragraph. Each body paragraph should have an argument (or interpretation or generalization) supported by evidence. You must always give both. Try to give the argument in the first sentence(s) and then to 'prove' it with the best possible selection of details.  Make your points concise.  If you are going to make a point, make it.  Points that are referenced but not thoroughly discussed leave your reader lost and looking for more.
6. Give real facts and evidence, not just historians' opinions. Quote the evidence the historians quote, not the historians themselves (unless, that is, they have expressed themselves with real flair or unless you find it necessary to discuss their particular interpretations). Remember that history is the reconstruction of the past on the basis of the surviving evidence: it is not a just a collection of opinions. Also, give the evidence in the essay proper: don't hide it away in footnotes or appendices in a foolhardy attempt to make your essay seem 'academic'. 

7. Give most space to the most important. Remember that it is all too easy to spend a disproportionate amount of time/space on the first issue you deal with, so that others have to be dealt with hurriedly. For this reason, it is probably best not to leave your most important ideas to the end of an essay, especially in an exam, when you may run out of time. 

8. Cite sources. Give references for factual assertions and quotations, and don't forget the all-important page number. Never try to pass off other people's work as your own: plagiarism, even of phrases, is generally easily spotted and heavily penalized.  You must cite sources for any factual assertion that is not commonly known (take notes as you research so you can identify your sources when it comes time to write the essay).
9. PROOFREAD!!!!  Simple spelling and grammatical mistakes are not acceptable and they don’t reflect good writing. 
10. Beware of long sentences.  Many of you use excessive commas, semicolons, and colons; periods often suffice: and they make your work flow more clearly and smoothly – long sentences are okay but they should be kept to a minimum: we want to keep readers engaged.  (This run-on example should drive the point home.)

11. Use precise and active language.  Your language should propel the reader through your argument.  Use active verbs, avoid reliance on passive and helping verbs (such as forms of the verbs “to be” and “to have”).  Good writing habits lend momentum to your prose.

Adapted from http://www.historytoday.com/historyreview/article/article.cfm?article_id=159
Ms. Zener’s Pet Peeves

· CITE YOUR SOURCES – I can tell when you plagiarize (note:  paraphrasing ( writing in your own words).

· Avoid gerunds (“ing” form of a verb) and other verb forms that weaken your prose (USE THE SIMPLE PAST TENSE & KEEP VERB TENSE CONSISTENT)

· Affect 
= verb:  to have an impact on



= noun:  emotional demeanor 

Effect 
= noun:  the result of something



= verb:  to bring about

· Lose 
= verb:  to misplace or be defeated

Loosen 
= verb:  to untighten

· It’s = it is

Its = possessive pronoun
· Past tense of “to lead” is “led”

· Generally avoid writing in the first or second person.  “You” has no place in a historical essay.  If personal opinion is valid and apt, then you may incorporate the first person.

· In the U.S., quotation marks go outside of periods & commas (,”; .”) and inside of complex punctuation (“; and “:).

· Quotations that exceed 4 lines in length should be indented on left & right (use the ruler function) and single-spaced.  These quotations do not require quotation marks (their altered spacing sets them off from the other text).

