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ENGL110B
Scott-Morgan Straker

Introductory Paragraphs and Thesis Statements

The Introduction

The introduction is the most important paragraph in your essay. Your reader’s first impression of
the paper will be based on the introduction; if that impression is not a good one, you will have to
work twice as hard in the rest of the essay to regain the reader’s trust. That is a bad thing.

To make a good first impression, your introductory paragraph must accomplish three tasks: it
must establish controversy, explain your methodology, and state the thesis. These three
elements need not appear in a particular order, but they must all be present.

1.

Establish controversy: Begin by identifying a question, an area of uncertainty, or a

controversy on which you will take a position.

* The controversy engages your reader’s interest, and establishes the purpose of your essay.

*  Make sure the controversy is specific to the subject of your paper: the reader wants to
know from the first sentence what your paper is actually about.

* Avoid overly general opening statements (“*Since the beginning of time...,” “Throughout
Western literature...”): such statements are platitudes, which means that they are devoid
of specific content. Rather than making your paper sound more authoritative, they are
certain 1o irritate your reader and undermine your credibility (have you read all of Western
literature recently?).

Explain your methodology: Once you’ve identified a controversy, your introductory

paragraph must explain how you’re going to tackle it. In practice, this usually means listing

the specific topics that you’ll cover in a way that makes clear to the reader why these topics
are relevant to your thesis, Think of your essay as journey: the thesis states where you’re
going, and the controversy states why you are going there. The list of topics is the road map,
explaining how you’re going to get there.

* Explaining your methodology demonstrates to your reader that you are following a sound,
logical plan, that you’ve thought your argument through thoroughly.

* It should be obvious that you've put your topics in the most logical order.

* Nothing should appear in the introduction that isn’t discussed in the body of your essay,
and nothing should be discussed in the body that isn’t listed in the introduction.

*  Once you've listed your topics, make sure they appear in the same order in the body of the
essay. This sounds obvious, but you’d be surprised.

* Ideally you want to provide this list in an elegant way, but if you can’t think of anything
better than “First I’ll do x, then I’ll do y,” then at least do that. An overly obvious list is
better than no list at all.

* Notice that I haven’t mentioned definitions. Never define your terms in the intro:
definitions are evidence (their purpose is to prove something), so they belong in the body.

State the thesis: If the introduction is the most important paragraph in your essay, then the
thesis is the most important sentence. It states the argument that the entire essay will attempt
to prove,

* The thesis should take a position on the controversy that you’ve already raised.
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