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1 Basics

� 1- or 1.5-inch margins.

� Double-spaced text.

� 12-point font.

� Established citation format.

� Citations include page numbers.

� Respect for word limit.

� Name, date, and title.

� Argument (see below).

2 Partial criteria for grade of ‘A’

Paper assignments test understanding and integration of course material. A
paper that deserves an ‘A’ will make one point and do so clearly. This point
and a sense of the supporting logic can be gotten from the title, thesis state-
ment, section headings (if applicable), and first sentences of paragraphs (more
below). Here is a checklist:

1. The paper answers the question in the prompt (unless there is no prompt,
as in a research paper).

2. The title alludes to the paper’s main point.

3. The thesis statement exits, gives the paper’s main point, and previews
steps in the argument.

4. Key terms are defined and based on course material.

5. Each paragraph begins with a topic sentence that corresponds to a step
in the argument.

6. If the paper is long, section headings exist and correspond to steps in
the argument.

7. Everything in the paper is relevant to the argument.

8. The paper reflects sustained engagement with course material.
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3 How I will read your paper

I will read your paper closely just once. Then I will skim it. This means I will
focus on the title, introductory paragraph, section headings (if applicable),
and topic sentences of body paragraphs.

Write your paper for a busy reader. I am busy because I have many papers
to grade. The outside world is less forgiving. Normal people stop reading
after the first few sentences. Think of an educated person riding the subway
to work.

4 Tips on writing and thinking

Well-structured papers reflect clear thinking. I strongly recommend (and re-
quire in some courses) this short piece on how to write paragraphs.1

Thinking comes before writing, which may lead to more thinking, then
more writing. Start your paper several days (at least) before it is due. You
need time to work through your ideas, figure out your point, and build the
paper around it. This may mean rewriting it.

Write for a reader who has not taken the course and/or been immersed in
your thoughts. Your words might make sense when you proofread, but you
may have written them too recently to be a good judge of this. Write your
paper in advance, put it aside for two days, and then edit (or rewrite).

5 Frequent causes of grades lower than ‘A’

Here are some common flaws in student papers. Most of them boil down to
rushing and/or not having kept up with a course.

� The paper lacks a title that alludes to its point.

� The paper ends with its point but does not start with it.

� The text comes in one or just a few large paragraphs.

� The paper cites lectures but not readings.

� The paper cites little to no course material.

1https://medium.com/advice-and-help-in-authoring-a-phd-or-non-fiction/

how-to-write-paragraphs-80781e2f3054
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