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INTRODUCTION 

 
What is History writing all about? 
 
One of the big myths of history is that we can truly know what happened in the 
past.  The only truth is that we cannot accurately recreate the past; we can only 
interpret the evidence of past events.  While certain facts are indisputable, the way 
in which we view them changes constantly.  Sometimes a new piece of evidence 
surfaces that challenges our previous beliefs.  Sometimes new technologies allow 
us to gather information that was previously unavailable.  Often, current events 
prompt us to ask different questions about the past and because of this, perhaps, 
our own view of history changes.  Two historians can take the same piece of 
evidence and arrive at different interpretations based on their own perspectives and 
life experiences.  Historians therefore must call upon multiple pieces of evidence 
and use careful reasoning to make sure that they are not misrepresenting the past.  
Therefore, when you write in History class, you must also use multiple sources and 
carefully evaluate evidence in order to provide strong support for your 
interpretation. 
 
Historical Writing vs. Creative Writing 
 
Unlike the units you may undertake in English class such as poetry and fiction, 
your writing in history class does not simply discuss personal beliefs and creative 
ideas.  Historical Writing employs prior knowledge and evidence to draw 
conclusions about the process of change and its impact.   
 
Why Write? 
 
You will be asked to write historical essays throughout high school and college, so 
building a solid foundation in middle school will be helpful to you throughout your 
life.  It has been proven that a college student who can write a concise and clear 3-
5 page essay has a much greater chance for academic success. This guide will 
equip you with the tools you'll need to conduct effective research and write clear 
and well-organized essays supported by historical evidence.  We will start with 
crafting a clear concise, well-supported paragraph. 
 
“Well, I’m not planning to be a historian when I grow up, so why would I ever 
need the skills of a historian?” you might ask. 
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Fair question.  Historical thinking, research and writing skills will be useful in  
nearly any future career.  
 
The ability to examine a wide array of information, select which information is 
most valuable to you, form an argument, and debate your point of view in a clear 
and forceful way is a NECESSARY skill in our information-based society.  
Research has shown that through the process of learning how to write in a clear 
and well-organized manner, students improve their ability to think and argue with 
clarity and persuasiveness.i 
 
Writing an historical essay will also give you a much deeper and richer 
understanding of the past.  Connecting events from the past and linking them to 
present issues will give you a much broader view of the world around you.  
 
This guide will help you develop the necessary skills to think and write 
historically.   These skills include: 
 
           ¥  Presearching --- formulating questions and identifying and    
  selecting initial sources 
 

• Researching --- finding, collecting, selecting, and judging the value of 
information.  In a world where information is abundantly  available, 
this skill is useful because it will allow you to figure out what 
information you need and what information you can ignore. 

 

      ¥  Close reading of texts to engage with the ideas in order to         
                    uncover evidence and begin to identify your own interpretation 
 

• Making judgments Ñ  understanding the difference between a well-
supported argument and a weak or biased argument.  

 
• Arguing Persuasively Ñ  convincing people of the strength of your 

conclusions through the quality of your evidence. 
 
• Writing concisely Ñ  identifying your thesis (main idea) and 

maintaining focus on it throughout your historical essay 
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 FIVE LEVELS OF HISTORY WRITING ii 
 

Different history projects require different writing skills.  For example, a quick 
response can be poorly written as long as the ideas are there, but an essay must go 
through several drafts before it can be turned in.  If you consistently write at the 
appropriate level, you will do well in any History class. 
 

Level How to Write at this 
Level 

Example of 
Assignments at this 

Level 
LEVEL 1— 
BRAINSTORMING 
 
 

Get your ideas onto the 
page.  This level is not 
graded for mechanics or 
organization. 

 
Venn Diagram 
Prewriting  

LEVEL 2— 
ANSWERING 

Graded for content and 
complete sentences. 

Short Answers; 
Worksheets 

LEVEL 3— 
COMPOSING 

Single draft writing.  
Graded for content and 
organization. 

Paragraph Answers; 
Test Essays 
 

LEVEL 4— 
REVISING 

Multiple draft writing.  
Graded for mechanics, 
content, organization, 
and writing style. 

5-Paragraph Essays and 
other formal writing 
assignments such as 
take-home essays and 
research projects 

LEVEL 5— 
PUBLISHING 
 
 

Highest Quality Work Assignment worthy of 
publication beyond the 
classroom 
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 THE ONE-PARAGRAPH WRITING PROCESS 
 

In previous years, you have already learned how to write paragraphs.  The goal is 
to continue to develop this skill through constant practice and revision.  Paragraphs 
are the building blocks of solid essays and present an argument supported by 
evidence. 
 
However, paragraphs themselves are made up of building blocks, and if any of 
them are ignored you will have an incomplete and confusing paragraph. 
 

THE ANATOMY OF A PARAGRAPH 
 

THE HEAD 
 

Ñ Topic SentenceÑ  
 

Seeks to answer the question:“What is this paragraph about?”  
without actually saying, ÒThis paragraph is about…” 

Your topic sentence ought to state an arguable position.  
 

EX.: Thomas Edison’s research lab changed the process of invention. 
 

THE BODY 
 

-- Prove Topic Sentence with Evidence -- 
 

Well-written paragraphs usually include at least three pieces of evidence that 
support your main idea.  The link between each piece of evidence  

and your main idea should be clearly explained. 
 

Examples of evidence might include a quote, a fact, or an idea. 
Explanations linking evidence back to a main idea should clearly describe how the 

evidence works to prove the main idea. 
 

EX.: As Edison said, “Genius is 1% inspiration and 99% perspiration.”  Dozens 
of Edison’s research assistants experimented around the clock to test many 

materials before they discovered that tungsten would work as a filament in the 
electric light bulb.”   
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Ñ  Concluding sentence Ñ  
Ñ   

Ñ  Here's where you explain the significance of your main idea.  Restate what 
the paragraph is about and make sure that the reader understands why your 

argument matters. 
 

EX,: Edison’s Menlo Park, NJ  laboratory serves as the model for modern 
research and development corporations.  
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Style Guide 
 
These tips focus on style, rather than organization.  These will help to strengthen your history 
writing. 
 
1.  You are proving a point, so it helps if you believe it.  Therefore, do not sound wishy-washy. 
 
To sound firm, avoid the following phrases: 
--Maybe 
--Probably 
--I think 
--I believe 
--It is my opinion thatÉ  
 
2. Do NOT use "I."  It creates the impression that your argument is an opinion, not a well-
reasoned argument supported by historical evidence. 
 
3.  DO NOT ask and then answer your own question.  Example:  ÒWhy was Alice Paul arrested?  
IÕll tell you.Ó  Instead, say, ÒAlice Paul was arrested because she was picketing outside the White 
House to pressure President Wilson into supporting the Vote for Women during World War I.Ó 
 
4.  When you use quotes, explain how they support your argument.  DO NOT assume your 
reader knows why you chose that quote. 
 
5.  Avoid unnecessary sentences that do not help support argument.  DO NOT include interesting 
facts that have nothing to do with your argument. 
 
6.  Avoid conversational phrases like ÒYou do the math!!Ó or ÒYou better believe it!Ó 
 
7.  DO NOT begin sentences with ÒSo" and "and,"Ñ it is the writing equivalent of saying 
ÒummÉÓ 
 
8.  When you use words like ÒweÓ or ÒyouÓ be clear as to whom you mean.  Does ÒweÓ mean 
kids in your homeroom?  Americans? Or all human beings? 
 
9.  DO NOT begin a paragraph with the phrase ÒIn this paragraph I will talk aboutÉ. Ó  DonÕt tell 
what you plan to do;  DO IT! 
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DEVELOPING YOUR RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
 

What would an effective research question look like?  LetÕs use the subject of 
many lengthy books -  the Civil War -  to illustrate the process of creating an 
effective research question.  Because the Civil War is such a vast topic, perhaps 
you decide to look at just one battle.  Even to answer the question  ÒWhat 
happened at the Battle of Gettysburg?Ó thoroughly, you would have to write a 
book.  Therefore, it is important to narrow down your topic to a question that can 
be researched and addressed in an historical essay or other middle school project. 
 
At all points during this process, you must be flexible.  By the end of this process, 
you may not end up writing the paper that you originally intended.  This is because 
at different stages of researching and revising, you will find yourself changing your 
focus or discovering new information that changes your point of view.  While 
researching, you might also discover that there is not enough information available 
on your original topic and thus you may need to refine your investigation.  In fact,  
changing your research question and your paperÕs focus during the research 
process shows that you have been sharpening your thinking and deepening your 
understanding.  This is exactly what your teacher wants from you! 
 
The following steps illustrate the development of an effective research question: 
 
STEP ONEÑ Start with a broad topic of interest to you: Example: "Civil War" 
 

• What are you interested in that fits within the teacherÕs expectations 
for the assignment? 

 
 
STEP TWO— Tap into prior knowledge: Example: "North defeated South" 
 

• What do you already know about the topic you are interested in? 
 

• What else about your topic would you like to learn about? 
 
Example: Why did the North ultimately defeat the South?   Was there a turning point in the 
war?" 
 
STEP THREE—Explore the basic information on your topic 
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The best sources for basic information are your history textbook, the encyclopedia, 
or Infotrac. 
 
What can you learn from reading an overview of your topic?   
 
STEP FOUR—Narrow down your topic 
 
As you read, ask yourself one or more of the following questions: 
 

• Is there a particular event/area of your broad topic that interests you 
more than other events/areas?                                                     
Example: "The Battle of Gettysburg interests me because it was a 
turning point in the war." 

 
• Did you learn something that changed your view of the topic? 

Example: "I know that the North ultimately won the battle, but I did 
not know that the South came very close to winning." 

 
• Did you discover something interesting that you are curious about?  

Example: "An especially important turning point in the Battle of 
Gettysburg occurred on the second day, on the left side of the Union 
line, on a hill called Little Round Top.  This moment could have 
changed the battleÕs outcome." 

 
• Did any information surprise you?  If yes, why?                        

Example: "Yes.  The commanders of the Southern and Northern units 
disagreed about whether the fighting at Little Round Top was indeed a 
Òturning pointÓ at Gettysburg, and they were still arguing about it 
some forty years later." 

 
STEP FIVE—Create a more focused research question about your topic by 
defining your audience and the purpose of your essay.   
 
Here is a simple template to help you do this: 
 
I am trying to learn about  ________________________________, because I want 
to find out (who/what/when/where/why/how/whether…) 
______________________________________________________, so my 
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audience (the teacher/other students…) ________________________, will 
understand _____________________________________________________. 
 
Our example would look like: 
 
ÒI am trying to learn about the fighting on Little Round Top because I want to 
find out whether it was a turning point in the Civil War, so my audience, other 
students, will understand that the North could have lost that battle and possibly 
the war.” 
 
After completing all of these steps, you may end up with a solid research question 
such as this:  
 
ÒWas the fighting at Little Round Top truly a decisive turning point in the Civil 
War?Ó 
 
This research question will guide your research, and the answer to this question 
will eventually help you formulate your thesis statement, which is an arguable 
assertion. 
 
STEP SIX—The Five WÕs 
 
Now that you have a solid research question, it is time to take the next step toward 
narrowing down your research.  By doing this, you will avoid reading books and 
articles that do not directly relate to your topic.  
 
The next step is to generate smaller questions that you think you will need to ask 
in order to answer the big research question.  The questions that you should start 
with are: Who? What? When? Where? Why/How? 
 
An example of this: 

Who led the troops into the battle? 
What type of weapons did the Union use? 
When did the most intense fighting occur? 
Where did the Southern troops attack? 

 Why did that hill matter? 
 How did the Union troops finally prevail? 
 
These smaller research questions make great headings on your research organizer. 
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RESEARCHING 
 
A. PRESEARCH 
 
This is a short but crucial step in the research process.  Now that you have a set of 
workable research questions, stop and think about what type of sources you will 
need to conduct your research.   
 
* Where do you think you will find the information?   
 --The Internet? A database?  Your school's library?  The town library? 
 
*  Do you think you will find sufficient information on the topic written for middle 
and high school students?   
 --Consider length, vocabulary, audience, and visuals. 
 
* What would the "perfect source" for this topic look like? 
 --Consider materials that are focused on your topic area, easy to locate, 
readable, and well-organized. 
 
B.  FIND AND ANALYZE YOUR SOURCES 
 
After you have identified several sources in the library or on the Internet, page 
through them, look at the index, table of contents, read the jacket cover, look for 
visuals, and finally, ask yourself the following questions: 
 
* Are these sources useful?   
* Do these sources meet my expectations of what I thought I would find?   
* Can I understand the information and the vocabulary within these sources, or is it 
too complex?   
* At first glance, do these sources look like they provide enough information to 
answer my research questions? 
* Would it be useful to revise my main research question knowing what I now 
know? 
 
These questions are often very difficult to answer, especially if you are 
inexperienced at completing research projects.  However, getting into the habit of 
asking yourself these questions will help you identify better sources in the future.   
Think of this step of the research process Ð identifying good sources Ð in terms of 
the preparation one might make before painting a room in oneÕs house:  The better 
job you do patching holes and taping off windows and doors before the painting 
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even begins, the easier it will be to paint in the end and the happier one will be 
with the finished product.   
 
It is especially difficult to know whether or not to trust Internet sources.  The 
following sections will help you with precisely this  
 
USING THE INTERNET DURING RESEARCH 
 
 When working with the Internet, students need to exercise caution.  While 
many sites out there have been created by reputable institutions, many more have 
been conceived by Òsome guy in his basement.Ó  For every credible and accurate 
website, there are five other websites out there with inaccurate or incredibly biased 
information. Remember, with limited training, anyone can build a website in a few 
hours.  
 
 One of your goals during this research process should be to become a savvy 
Internet Òshopper.Ó  

 
Here is a checklist for you to use to try to sort the diamonds from the 
rough: 
 
Authority/Bias: 

  1.  Can you determine who composed the site?    YES or NO 
  2.  Does the information seem to be even-handed?  YES or NO 
  3.  Is the authorÕs reason for writing it clear?   YES or NO 
  4.  Is it closed-source?      YES or NO  
       (Meaning only the author can edit it, unlike wikis) 
  
  Content: 
  1.  Is the information accurate and current?   YES or NO 
  2.  Were there links from reputable sites to this site?  YES or NO 
  3.  Is the information well-written?    YES or NO 
  4.  Is the information cited?     YES or NO 
 
  Quality: 
  1.  Is the website well-designed?    YES or NO 
  2.  Do all of its links work?     YES or NO 
  3.  Are the pictures high quality and relevant?  YES or NO 
 

If you answered NO to more than two or three of these questions, think twice 
before trusting this site. With that said, there are MANY valuable sites on the 
Internet.  What follows is a brief list of highly reputable sites. 
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SITES YOU CAN ALWAYS TRUST: 
 
PBS.org; Library of Congress and its American Memory site; Worldbook Online; 
whitehouse.gov; nytimes.com and other credible newspapers; the National 
Archives; National Park Service; many university sites; the Avalon Project; and 
many more. (See appendix.) 
 
 
SITES MERITING CAUTION: 
 
1.  Websites that appear to have an abundance of good information but are poorly 
designed.  Use the checklist on the previous page to determine whether or not you 
should trust it. 
 
2.  Wikipedia.orgÑ  This is usually a good place to start research and to gain 
background knowledge, but be careful when including facts from this source. 
Wikipedia is an open-source encyclopedia that anyone can edit.  Since anyone can 
edit it, it may contain wrong or incredibly biased information.  Information in 
your library or in published books has been vetted by numerous people, and 
can therefore be trusted.  Mostly, check that the information is cited or not in 
dispute.  Wikipedia has improved greatly over the past few years, but it can still 
contain errors. 
 
SITES THAT SHOULD NEVER BE USED: 
 
1.  BlogsÑ These are always opinion and are never vetted.  While fun to read, they 
hold no place in history research. 
 
2.  Websites from radical organizationsÑ The information is always biased and 
usually inflammatory.  Many of them have been blocked at school, but not all of 
them. Ask your teacher if you think you may have stumbled upon a site like this. 
 
3.  Classroom project websites-- These websites may have inaccurate or 
incomplete information. 
 

TAKING EFFECTIVE NOTES 
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SOURCE:  Hakim, Joy.  War, 
Terrible War. P. 78 
 
Joshua Chamberlain, Maine, 
led Union troops at battle 
Little Round Top. 

 
 By this point, you should have finished your “presearch” to identify possible sources. 
This means that you have selected a topic, and through reading background information, have 
created a set of focused research questions with a clear idea of what your paper is trying to 
accomplish.  The next step is to actively read your research materials.  Active reading involves 
looking for relevant information, identifying your confusions about the topic, making 
connections, and paying attention to your personal reaction, i.e. what surprises or intrigues you. 
 
 If you have done this, you are now ready to begin taking notes 
 

Here are some aspects of note taking that are common to all good researchers: 
 
 1.  Write down the bibliographical information about the source (at least author, 
title, and page number) on your notes—This will help you avoid the pitfalls of plagiarism.  
World famous historian Doris Kearns Goodwin was once accused of plagiarism, and it almost 
ended her career.  Her excuse was that she did not take clear enough notes and forgot to write 
down her source.  This step will also help prepare you for writing your research bibliography.   
We will discuss styles and methods of citations and bibliographical references later in this Guide. 
 
 2.  Differentiate between a summary (information broadly stated and paraphrased) 
and a direct quotation of the author's words—once again, this will help you avoid the 
penalties of plagiarism. 
 
 3.  Be selective—write down only information that you think will be useful in answering 
your research questions.  Be on the lookout for information that you hadn't initially asked about, 
but that may end up being relevant to your project, i.e. illustrative quotations and pertinent 
statistics. 
 
 4.  Be flexible, i.e. don't be surprised if the focus of your paper changes and initially 
relevant evidence is no longer useful—Just because you write notes down does not mean that 
you have to use this information in your final product. 
 
 5. Be brief—Write your notes in simple, abbreviated language.  It's okay to write like a 
caveman when taking notes. 
 
 Every researcher takes notes differently.  Below, you will find two common methods, 
each with strengths and weaknesses.  Try them both out to find which is most effective for you.  
 
A. NOTECARDS— 
Write down one fact or quote per notecard.  After you are done, you will write down your 
research questions and organize your notecards by how they fit in to your main ideas. 

 
 
 
 
 Bibliographical information 
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You will need to keep track of all your notecards, so it is a good idea to keep them together in a 
clasped folder or ziplock baggie.   
 
A benefit of this method is that you can move these cards around so as to arrange them flexibly: 
this may reveal new patterns of meaning.  A problem with this method might be that one tends to 
accumulate many note cards; this may make the organization of ideas and evidence hard to 
manage.  
 
B.  NOTE SHEETS 
           
 

One research question per 
sheet 

 
 

 
 
 
No more than five facts per 
sheet 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Answer this question 
honestly, even if you think 
you will not be able to find 
that information.  Think of it 
like a wish list. 

 
A benefit of this method is that it pre-organizes your evidence, revealing strengths and 
weaknesses in your research.  A problem with this method is that it may limit your thinking 
about the issues you are exploring. 
 

Fact that will support your 
research question 

Research Question: How did the northern troops      
 ultimately prevail at Little Round Top? 

Sources: 
 
 
Foner  Chamberlain’s forces out of bullets;  
  launch bayonet charge. 
 
 
Denman              Southern forces almost wiped out, after   
                            several charges, already pulled back. 
 
Sears  Chamberlain charged; southerners caught off 
  guard.    

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
What other information might I need to answer 
this research question? 
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Your teacher will most likely have other types of graphic organizers and note-taking sheets.  You 
and your teacher will have to decide what type of method is right for the assignment that you are 
completing. 
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THESIS WRITING 
 

So far you have selected a topic, created research questions, previewed sources, 
and written down some notes.  Now it is time to create your thesis statement.  A 
thesis statement is an arguable assertion that you will prove by creating arguments 
or main ideas supported by evidence you have gathered.  What is meant by 
"arguable" is that another researcher might uncover or reinterpret the evidence to 
come to a different conclusion.    

 
A THESIS STATEMENT is different from a topic sentence; it is the sentence 
that answers the main question that you plan to discuss in your paper.  The thesis 
statement should be broad enough so that you can make several arguments in 
support of it, but narrow enough so that you can prove it in the assigned number of 
pages.  All of your arguments will connect back to this thesis statement, since this 
is what you are setting out to prove. 
 
 
I.  TURNING A RESEARCH QUESTION INTO A THESIS STATEMENT 
 
If you followed the process outlining how to develop research questions, then you 
already have a head start on a solid thesis.  The thesis will be written as one-
sentence and will serve as the answer to your overall research question.   
 
LetÕs revisit the research question from before: 
 
 "Was the fighting at Little Round Top truly a decisive turning point in the 
Civil War? 
 
LetÕs say while researching this question you determined that the leadership of 
Major Chamberlain was a major factor in the Union's victory on Little Round Top. 
So now you might write your thesis statement as an arguable assertion about the 
impact of Chamberlain's leadership on the battle. Your thesis statement might be: 
 
 ÒThe leadership of Col. Chamberlain at the Battle of Little Round Top 
allowed the Union army to keep the high ground and win the Battle of 
Gettysburg.Ó 
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This thesis allows you to talk about the Battle of Little Round Top in a focused 
way.  Instead of listing every fact that you can find on the battle, you will focus in 
on one manÕs leadership during that event.  It is an arguable position and can be 
answered in a few paragraphs. 
 
II.  THESIS STATEMENT EXAMPLES: 
 
**REMEMBER: A thesis statement is an arguable contention or assertion about 
a specific topic that you have focused in on.  This statement should be able to be 

proven by evidence you have gathered.** 
 
 

Specific Subject +Limited Focus + Supporting Evidence = Strong Thesis 
Statement 

 
 
Be sure to focus in on one narrow topic that can be defended with available 
evidence. 
 
Examples: 
 
1.  Not a thesis statement FJ Turner wrote an essay. (This is not an arguable contention.) 
 

Emerging thesis  statement FJ Turner wrote an essay about the frontier that caused  
    some things to happen.   

 
(This is not specific enough.) 

 
 Developing  thesis  FJ TurnerÕs thesis was incorrect because he ignored   
       slavery, cities, and immigration.   
 

  (You’re starting to make an argument,  
 Rather than simply listing your points,   

seek to make a more general argument.) 
 
      Proficient thesis   FJ TurnerÕs focus on the importance of the frontier  
        in American History ignored modern issues and  
        innacuarately romanticized American history.  
  
      (This thesis statement makes a more general argument which will  

be developed in your supporting paragraphs.) 
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2.   Not a thesis statement John D. Rockefeller was an oil man. 
(This is not an argument.) 

 
 Emerging thesis statement I think John D. Rockefeller was a bad guy. 

 
(This is an unfocused opinion.  It also uses "I".) 

      
 Developing Thesis Statement  John Rockefeller was called a robber baron because 
       he had  a negative  effect on the economy.  
 

(This argument is too broad; how many years of negative effects would one have to discuss to 
prove this contention?) 

 
 
 
  Proficient Thesis  John RockefellerÕs unfair business practices made him into   
      the most dangerous Robber Baron of the gilded age.   

      
(Clear argument, the reader knows you are focusing on unfair business     

             practices at a specific time in history and will look for arguments connecting to that.) 
 
 
 
Take a look at the following examples and draw a line to match the label with the 
corresponding thesis statement and explain why they match. 
 
3.  Not a thesis statement   Rich women in the 1800Õs wore different types of  
        clothes like hoop skirts and bustles.   
 
__       ______________________________________________ 
 
 
 Emerging thesis statement  Wealthy women often wore restrictive and   
        ornamental clothing in the 1800Õs to fit in with  
        societyÕs expectation of them that they need not  
        work.        
       ______________________________________________ 
 
  Developing thesis statement  Women wore hoop skirts in the 1800Õs.  
 
       ______________________________________________
 Proficient thesis statement  Rich women in the 1800Õs had to wear   
        uncomfortable clothing such as hoop skirts and  
        bustles.      
 ______________________________________________ 



  

 20 

 
 
 

OUTLINE WRITING 
Organizing your information is the most important step of the paper writing 
process, and outlining is one option for completing this step. This will help save 
you time and also help you write a clear, cogent and cohesive paper that succeeds 
in proving your thesis statement and does not stray from its focus. 
 
Outlines do not need to contain complete sentences, just the short-hand version of 
what you are going to write about.  The following pages contain the two most 
common approaches to structuring an historical essay: the "5-Paragraph Essay" and 
the "Inverted Pyramid" Approach.  As you may notice, the main difference 
between these two approaches concerns the organization of the introductory 
paragraph.  In the "5-Paragraph Essay" Outline, the introductory paragraph begins 
with a thesis statement, whereas in the "Inverted Pyramid" Outline the introduction 
begins with a motivator, an attention getting opening to stimulate the interest your 
reader. 
 

 
 
 

 
0. Title of Essay Ð One of the functions of the title is to intrigue the reader.  It 
should have the same tone as the essay and be relevant to the specifics of the 
essay. Write the title last. 
 
I.  Introduction 
 

A.  THESIS STATEMENT 
 
 B.  Introduce at least 3 main ideas or sub-arguments you will develop in the  
 paper 
 

C. Concluding sentence--options to consider: 
 1. Restate thesis statement or… 
 2. Transition to the next paragraph or… 
 3. Preview of a broader point you will ultimately make in your concluding  
 paragraph. 
 

II.  Supporting paragraph # 1 (Sub-argument #1) 
 

“5-Paragraph Essay” Approach 
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A.  Topic Sentence/Main Idea--gives the reader an understanding of what will be 
discussed in this paragraph. 
 
B. Supporting details 

  1.  Evidence with an explanation of how it connects back to the topic  
  sentence 
  2. Evidence with an explanation of how it connects back to the topic  
  sentence 

 3. Evidence with an explanation of how it connects back to the topic  
 sentence  
 
C.  Concluding sentence--options to consider: 
 1. Restate topic sentence or… 
 2. Transition to the next paragraph or… 
 3. Preview of a broader point you will ultimately make in your concluding  
 paragraph. 

 
III. Supporting paragraph # 2 (Sub-argument #2) 
 

A.  Topic Sentence/Main Idea 
  
B. Supporting details 

  1. Evidence / explanation 
  2. Evidence / explanation 
  3. Evidence / explanation 

 
 
C.  Concluding sentence -- options to consider: 
 1. Restate or... 
 2. Transition or...  
 3. Preview.  
 

 
IV. Supporting paragraph #3 (Sub-argument #3) 
 

A. Topic Sentence/Main Idea 
 
B. Supporting details 
 
C. Concluding sentence  

 
 
V. Concluding paragraph:  
 



  

 22 

 A. Restate your thesis statement 
 
 B. Review the main ideas you've developed   
 
 C. Conclude – options to consider: 
 
   1.  Connect to present-day issue. 
   2.  Connect to another historical event. 
  3.  Draw a broader conclusion about why your topic is  
       important. 
  4. Pose a question for further research 
 
 
 
 
 
 
0. Title of Essay Ð One of the functions of the title is to intrigue the reader.  It 
should have the same tone as the essay and be relevant to the specifics of the 
essay. Write the title last. 
 
I.  Introduction 
 

A.  Motivator: this is the interesting or important background information on your 
topic that will “hook” your reader—feel free to open with a quote or an intriguing 
fact. 

   
 B. Main ideas or sub-arguments you will develop in the paper (no less than 3) 
 

C.  THESIS STATEMENT 
 
II.  Supporting paragraph #1 (Sub-argument #1) 
 

A.  Topic Sentence/Main Idea -- gives the reader an understanding of what will 
be discussed in this paragraph. 
 
B. Supporting details 

  1. Evidence with an explanation of how it connects back to the topic  
  sentence 
  2. Evidence with an explanation of how it connects back to the topic  
  sentence 

 3. Evidence with an explanation of how it connects back to the topic  
 sentence  
 

"Inverted Pyramid" Approach 
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C.  Concluding sentence--options to consider: 
 1. Restate topic sentence or… 
 2. Transition to the next paragraph or… 
 3. Preview of a broader point you will ultimately make in your concluding  
 paragraph. 

 
III. Supporting paragraph 2 (Sub-argument #2) 
 

A.  Topic Sentence/Main Idea 
 
B. Supporting details 

  1.  Evidence / explanation  
  2. Evidence / explanation  

 3. Evidence / explanation  
 
C.  Concluding sentence--options to consider: 
 1. Restate or… 
 2. Transition or… 
 3. Preview.  
 

 
IV. Supporting paragraph 3 (Sub-argument #3) 
 

A.  Topic Sentence/Main Idea 
 
B. Supporting details 
    
C.  Concluding sentence 

 
V. Concluding paragraph: Restate your thesis statement, review the main ideas 
you've developed and conclude with one of the following: 
 
   1.  Connect to present day issue or… 
   2.  Connect to another historical event or… 
  3.  Draw a broader conclusion about why your topic is  
       important or… 
  4. Pose a question for further research. 
 
 
The next few pages contain an outline example with two different approaches to  
constructing the introductory paragraph.   
 
 

EXAMPLE "5-PARAGRAPH ESSAY" APPROACH 



  

 24 

I.  Introduction 
 
 A. THESIS STATEMENT: Theo Epstein blended necessary ingredients together, behind  
 scenes and on field to create World Champion team 
 
 B.  Main Ideas/Sub-Arguments 
  1. Quality of starting pitchers recruited by Theo and advisors 
  2. Performance from newer players Theo integrated 
  3. Strong leadership with veteran players. 
 
 C. Concluding sentence: Under Theo's leadership the Red Sox anticipate becoming a a 
World Champion dynasty 
 
II.  Sub-argument #1: Quality of starting pitching 
 
 A.  Topic Sentence: recruitment of front line starting pitchers     
   such as Schilling, Beckett, Matsuzaka. 
 
 B. Supporting details  
  1. Evidence / explanation: "Outside the box" style of acquiring talent, i.e. traveled 
  to Schilling's Arizona home Thanksgiving Day to  sign him as  free agent 
  2. Evidence / explanation:  Close attention to pitcher stats i.e.  ERAÕs and   
  Win/Loss 
  3. Evidence  / explanation:  Pitchers each have different styles and strengths, i.e.  
  Wakefield: knuckle-baller; Beckett: 97 mph fastball; Matsuzaka: large selection  
  of pitches 
  
 C.  Concluding sentence 
  1, Restate:  Recruitment of pitchers will be key to success orÉ  
  2. Transition: Not just new pitchers crucial to Red Sox hopes or... 
  3. Preview: TheoÕs insight into team dynamics is important factor. 
 
III. Sub-argument #2: Performance of newer players 
 
 A.  Topic Sentence: One of Epstein’s unexpected successes has been the   
    success of players brought up from the minor league. 
 B. Supporting details: 
  1. Evidence: Kevin YoukilisÕ hitting numbers and high on-base percentage 
  2. Evidence: Jonathan PapelbonÕs number of saves and outpitching Mariano  
  Rivera 
  3. Evidence: John LesterÕs amazing starting pitcher performances. 
  

C. Concluding sentence: 
 1. Theo brought key players up from Minor Leagues. 
 2, But Theo also exhibits skills working with players behind the scenes. 
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 3. TheoÕs success as a general manager has won him respect of players, coaches, 
 owners, and fans. 

 
IV.  Sub-argument #3: Good leadership of veteran players 
 
 A. Topic Sentence: Epstein’s steady leadership has kept even difficult veteran players  
    happy and productive. 
 
 B. Supporting details 
  1.  Manny Ramirez; demands to be traded 
  2.  Coco Crisp: unhappy on bench 
  3.  Doug Mirabelli: restricted catching role 
 
 B.  Concluding sentence:  
  1. Good leadership makes for happy players. 
  2. (Since this is the last sub-argument, the transition option does not apply here.)  
  3. Global understanding of the running all aspects of a baseball organization.  
 
V.  Conclusion:   
 A. Thesis Statement revisited: Theo Epstein masterfully assembled a World 
 Championship team. 
 
 B. Main Ideas Reviewed:  
 1. Excellent and well-balanced pitching staff 
 2. Smooth integration of talented new players 
 3. Intelligent management of quirky veteran players. 
 
  C. Concluding Sentence: Despite the skepticism about his youth and inexperience, Theo's 
accomplishments have proven him to be arguably the most effective general manager in Major 
League baseball. 
 

EXAMPLE “INVERTED PYRAMID” APPROACH TO AN 
INTRODUCTION 

 
I.  Introduction 
 A.  Motivator: Won in 2004 and will win again in 2007; first championship in 86 years; 
only Theo's second year as General Manager;  
 
 B.  Main Ideas/Sub-Arguments 
  1. Quality of starting pitchers recruited by Theo and advisors 
  2. Performance from newer players Theo integrated 
  3. Strong leadership with veteran players. 
 
 C.  THESIS STATEMENT: Theo blending  necessary ingredients together, behind  
 scenes and on field to create World Champion team 
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II.  Sub-argument #1: Quality of starting pitching 
 
 A.  Topic Sentence: recruitment of front line starting pitchers     
   such as Schilling, Beckett, Matsuzaka. 
 
 B. Supporting details  
  1. Evidence / explanation: "Outside the box" style of acquiring talent, i.e. traveled 
  to Schilling's Arizona home Thanksgiving Day to  sign him as  free agent 
    
  2. Evidence / explanation:  Close attention to pitcher stats i.e.  ERAÕs and   
  Win/Loss 
 
  3. Evidence  / explanation:  Pitchers each have different styles and strengths, i.e.  
  Wakefield: knuckle-baller; Beckett: 97 mph fastball; Matsuzaka: large selection  
  of pitches 
  
 C.  Concluding sentence 
  1, Restate:  Recruitment of pitchers will be key to success orÉ  
  2, Transition: Not just new pitchers crucial to Red Sox hopes or... 
  3. Preview: TheoÕs insight into team dynamics is important factor. 
 
III. Sub-argument #2: Performance of newer players 
 
 A.  Topic Sentence: One of Epstein’s unexpected successes has been the   
    success of players brought up from the minor league. 
 B. Supporting details: 
  1. Evidence: Kevin YoukilisÕ hitting numbers and high on-base percentage 
  2. Evidence: Jonathan PapelbonÕs number of saves and outpitching Mariano  
  Rivera 
  3. Evidence: John LesterÕs amazing starting pitcher performances. 
  

C. Concluding sentence: 
 1. Theo brought key players up from Minor Leagues. 
 2, But Theo also exhibits skills working with players behind the scenes. 
 3. TheoÕs success as a general manager has won him respect of players, coaches, 
 owners, and fans. 

**********************  
IV.  Good leadership 
 
 A. Topic Sentence: Epstein’s steady leadership has kept even difficult players   
    happy in the face of trades. 
 
  1.  Manny Ramirez 
  2.  Josh Beckett 
  3.  Doug Mirabelli 
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 B.  Connect to Thesis 
 
V.  Conclusion:  The quality leadership of the Boston Red Sox will allow   
    them to win the World Series this year, and will keep them   
    in contention for many years to come.   
 
 

PLAGIARISM AND CITATION 
 
 
I. What is plagiarism? 
 
The Plagiarii were Mediterranean sea pirates who would kidnap children and sell 
them into slavery.  It is from these sea pirates that we find the Latin root for 
plagiarism which literally means Òto kidnap.Ó 1 When you plagiarize an author's 
words or ideas, you kidnap his or her thinking and claim it as your own.  Citations 
are required in order to avoid plagiarism and its consequences, i.e. a failing grade 
and loss of respect. 
 
There are other good reasons not to plagiarize.  Since research, i.e. arguments 
supported by evidence, is thinking on paper, plagiarism therefore deprives the 
author the opportunity to make his or her own meaning about an historical topic .  
Also since scholarship is a shared endeavor, it is imperative to disclose one's 
sources to fellow researchers so that they might carry your work forward.    
 
Authors provide citations to indicate where they got specific information to support 
an argument.  When authors do not cite the sources of their information completely 
and correctly, they are in danger of committing plagiarism.  (Often times, 
plagiarism is unintentional Ð largely because one forgot to cite a piece of 
information.) 
 
II. Styles of Citation 
 
There are two principal "styles" for citations: Modern Language Association 
(MLA) and American Psychological Association (APA).  MLA style is utilized by 
professionals in the various fields of humanities, such as English and History.  
APA style is primarily used by social scientists in such fields as Psychology, 
Sociology and Anthropology.  We will use the MLA style for our historical writing 
assignments.  It is very important to ask your teacher which style for citations 
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should be followed when writing an essay in order to avoid being accused of 
plagiarizing. 
 
III.  Methods for Citing Information 
 
There are three principal methods for citing information in historical writing.  These differ 
primarily as to where your reader will find the citation.  Your teacher will tell you which 
method to use. 
 
A.  Footnotes 
 Footnotes are citations that appear at the bottom of the page.  Most word 
processing programs offer footnoting tools. 
 
B.  Endnotes 
 Endnotes are the same as footnotes, except that they refer the reader to the end 
of the document for the citation. 
 
C.  Parenthetical Citations 
 Also called “In-text” citations, these citations appear immediately following the 
sentence containing the cited information.   
 
While all three of the above citation methods are employed in different educational 
settings, in Brookline we have decided to focus on the correct usage of parenthetical 
citations in our historical research and writing. 
To cite: 
1.  A book with one author-- Use author’s last name and page number.  Ex. Tegnell 5 
2.  If using two books by the same author—Use book’s name and page number.  Ex. 
     Voices 75 
3.  Two author’s—List both author’s names and page number. 
4.  Three or more author’s—Use first author’s name followed by “et al.” and page  
      number.  Ex.  (Kolchin et al. 111) 
5.  Put first line of website address.  Ex.  www.pbs.org/thewest/  
 
Use the same format as footnotes, but simply put the citation into parentheses before 
the punctuation.   
 
 Ex.  During the Civil War, more than 600,000 Americans were killed and 
hundreds of thousands of more were wounded (Petry 46).   
 Ex.  According to Petry, more than 600,000 Americans were killed during the Civil 
War (46). 
 
Now that we have introduced HOW to cite information we ought to discuss 
WHICH information requires citation.  
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I.  WHAT TO CITE? Be sure to cite the following:   
 
* A direct quotation:  ie.  As teacher Jon Greiner said, “All these 7th graders are 
crazy!” (Author and page #). 
 
* A paraphrase:   
 
 
* A summary of someone else!s main ideas: ie. In The Great Fire, Jim Murphy 
suggests that the fire that swept through Chicago in 1871 represents one of the most 
colossal disasters in American History. (Author and page #).  
 
* Supporting data or statistics: ie. Over 620,000 soldiers were killed on both sides in the 
Civil War (Author and page #). 
 
* A specific little-known fact: ie. Did you know that the Plagiarii were 
Mediterranean sea pirates who would kidnap children and sell them into slavery?  
It is from these sea pirates that we take the Latin root for plagiarism, which 
literally means “to kidnap” (Author and page #). 
 
IV. What not to Cite: 
 
It is not necessary to cite common, everyday knowledge that most readers would know. 
 
 ie.  World War II was fought between the Allied and Axis Powers. 
 
 ie.  George Washington was the first President of the United States. 
 
 ie.  Industrialization was very important to transforming America into a wealthy    
      nation. 
 
Remember, your audience is usually other students in your class.  If you think 
that most other students will know something, then you do not need to cite it. 
 
 
III. BIBLIOGRAPHIES 
 
All of the above methods of citation of sources requires creation of a bibliography 
(Works Cited) page.  A bibliography is the complete list of all the sources that you used 
in researching your topic, not just the sources you referenced within the report .  A 
bibliography contains information that helps readers know where they may find more 
information about the topic you discussed.  A bibliography is also an additional means of  
documenting the authenticity and relevance of your research.   
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Here are examples of how to correctly reference different types of sources in a 
bibliography: 
 
 
BOOK: 
Author's name, last name first, followed by a period. Title underlined, followed 
by a period. Place of publication, followed by a colon. Publisher's name, 
followed by a comma. Copyright date, followed by a period. 
 
Example:  Murphy, Jim. The Great Fire. New York: Scholastic, Inc., 1995. 
 
SIGNED ENCYCLOPEDIA ARTICLE: 
Author's name, last name first, followed by a period. Title of the article in 
quotation marks, followed by a period. Title of encyclopedia, underlined, 
followed by a period. Copyright date of edition, followed by a period. Volume 
followed by a period. 
 
Example:  Dickinson, Robert E. "The Norman Conquest." World Book 
Encyclopedia. 1990 ed. Vol. N. 
 
(If there is no author, leave it out.) 
 
"Vietnam." Compton's Encyclopedia. 1992 ed. Vol. V. 
 
MAGAZINE ARTICLE: 
Author's name, last name first, followed by a period. Title of article, in 
quotation marks, followed by a period. Title of magazine, underlined, followed 
by a period. Date of issue (month, then year), followed by a comma. Pages, 
followed by a period. 
 
Example:  Sterling, Jeffrey. "Apartheid in South Africa." The World & I.  April, 
1986, pp. 27-35. 
 
NEWSPAPER: 
Author's name, last name first, followed by a period. Title of article, in 
quotation marks, followed by a period. Title of newspaper, underlined, include 
city if necessary in parentheses, followed by a comma. Date (day, month, year) 
followed by a comma. Page, followed by a period. 
 
Example:  Adams, George. "Ford's Plan to Spur Republican Revival." Christian 
Science Monitor (Boston), 29 Nov. 1974, p. 20. 
 
Example:  "How to Measure Justice." The Tennessean (Nashville), 19 Aug. 1979, 
p. 8. 
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WEBSITE: 
Author of page, last name first, followed by a period. Title of page in quotes, 
followed by a period. Title of the entire website, underlined, followed by a 
period. Online in brackets. The full URL address of the page, beginning with 
http://, followed by the date you visited the site in parentheses, followed by a 
period. 
 
Example:  Grimes, Barbara F., ed. "South Africa." Ethnologue. [Online] 
http://www.sil.org/ethnologue/countries/Sout.html (4 Feb. 1999). 
 
If you have utilized another type of source that is not listed here, such as an interview or 
a CD-Rom, please see your teacher for proper bibliographic reference formatting.   
 
WRITING THE ESSAY 
 
Congratulations!  If you have developed your research questions, conducted the 
research, and written an outline, then you have already completed most of the work 
for your essay. A student with carefully documented research, a strong thesis, and 
a thorough outline should be well-prepared for writing. 
 
Below is a guide to different parts of the essay. 
 
PART I:  THE INTRODUCTION 
 
Whether you use the 5-Paragraph or Inverted Pyramid outline, your introduction 
should have the following components: 
 
* Hook: hook the reader in some manner, for instance with intriguing background 
information, surprising statistics, or a dramatic quote.  This will provide a 
context for your thesis, help you set up your main ideas and draw your readers into 
your thinking.  
 
* Outline of main ideas. Briefly preview the arguments you will make in your 
body paragraphs so your reader has an overview of your presentation points. 
 
* Thesis statement.  The thesis statement is the arguable claim/overall point you 
are trying to make in your paper.  All of the main ideas and evidence in the rest of 
the essay should connect back to this thesis statement.   
 
HELPFUL HINT: It is a good idea to underline your thesis statement so that you 
are reminded of the overall point you are trying to make and do not lose focus. 
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PART II:  THE BODY 
Each section (or in our case, paragraph) of the body should explain one 
argument/main idea outlined in the Introduction and include the following 
elements: 
 
* Topic Sentence. The topic sentence states the main idea/argument for the 
paragraph.  
 
* Evidence. Evidence might be facts, examples, direct quotations, etc. that you 
then elaborate to support your topic sentence. (To elaborate means to discuss 
explain each piece of evidence in order to connect it back to the topic 
sentence/main idea.)  
You should provide at least three pieces of evidence to support your main idea. 
 
* Concluding Sentence.  This sentence should wrap up the argument you made in 
the paragraph or help you transition to the next argument. 
 
HELPFUL HINT: Remember, when directly quoting, paraphrasing, summarizing 
or including statistics, provide the proper citation. 
 
 
PART III:  THE CONCLUSION 
The Conclusion is an opportunity to both consolidate your understanding of the 
topic you researched and persuade your reader of the validity of your argument. In 
the concluding paragraph, you should include the following: 
 
* Thesis statement reiterated.  This is a paraphrase of your original thesis 
statement.   
 
* Review your main ideas. You should review the arguments made in the body of 
your essay highlighting what you have claimed as proof of your thesis statement. 
 
* Reflection. Your final sentence(s) should move beyond the arguments you made 
to connect to some larger idea.  For example, you could link to another moment in 
time/place, state some questions for future research or make a more general 
historical judgment.   
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HELPFUL HINT: Remember, you want to leave your readers thinking about your 
ideas and their implications, not some new argument or evidence not previously 
explained in your essay. 
Once you have finished writing what you feel is a polished version of your essay, 
consult the following Essay Checklist to ensure you have all the pieces you need 
and successfully avoid pitfalls in organization and style.   

 
ESSAY WRITING CHECKLIST 

 
____ The essay has an appropriate title. 
 
____Introduction provides the reader with background or lead-in information. 
 
____Introduction includes a clear thesis statement. 
 
____Introduction previews main ideas in the essay. 
 
____All body paragraphs have a clear topic sentence. 
 
____Each paragraph has sufficient evidence to support your arguments (at least three pieces). 
 
____You have elaborated your evidence by explaining how the facts connect to your argument. 
 
____ Final sentences of each body paragraph connect back to your thesis and/or transition into 
your next body paragraph. 
 
____The essay conclusion restates your main ideas and connects to a larger idea. 
 
____No Òwishy-washyÓ language is used in the paper (ex. probably, maybe, my opinion.) 
 
____Topic sentences do not describe what the writer WILL talk about (“In this paragraph I will 
prove that the….”) 
 
____All quotes have a clear connection to the main ideas and/or thesis argument and are 
explained. 
 
____It is clear whom you are talking about when you use words like ÒweÓ or Òyou.Ó 
 
____The paper contains no avoidable errors, such as: spelling errors, sentence fragments,        
         run-on sentences, etc. 
 
____Sentences very rarely begin with ÒSo," which is the writing equivalent of ÒUmmmÉ. Ó 
 
____ First-person voice (ÒIÓ) is avoided in the essay (ex.  “I think that….”  
 



  

 34 

____ A complete and accurate bibliography of sources is included at the end of the paper. 
 
____Specific facts and quotes contain the appropriate citations. 
 
____And finally, YOUR NAME IS ON THE PAPER! 
 
ON PROOFREADING: 
 
Teachers expect that you have proofread your paper. Proofreading is different from 
editing (which focuses on the organization and style of your writing). Proper 
spelling, grammar and punctuation (what we call "mechanics") are all extremely 
important pieces of clear communication. Proofreading does not take long and 
enables your reader to better understand your ideas. 
 
Some strategies for proofreading: 
 

• Spell check using the computer - Beware this is not always 
sufficient to catch all errors such as correctly spelled homophones 
(red/read); 

 
• Print a hard copy of your essay to mark with Proofreading Marks. 

(See below.); 
 

• Read paper aloud slowly - Awkward or incomplete sentences 
become obvious when you read your paper out loud; 

 
• Track your errors (tally whether the mistakes are with 

apostrophes, commas, run-onsÉt his will enable you to be more 
pro-active in your writing and avoid making these errors in the 
future); 

 
• Correct for only one category of error at a reading (i.e. spelling or 

grammar or punctuation);  
 

• Put the writing away for a while and then revisit it with fresh eyes 
- this can help you find mistakes that you didnÕt notice before. 
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PROOFREADING MARKS  

 
Unsure about what the marks your teacher made on a corrected essay mean?   
Start here: 
 
Symbol or Abbreviation: What it means: Example: 

 
 Start a new paragraph here You introduced a new idea 

but did not separate it into a 
new paragraph 

 Indent You forgot to indent a new 
paragraph 

Frag. Fragment sentence. ÒAnd wrote a book.Ó 
Run-on Run-on sentence ÒHe went to the store he 

bought some soup.Ó 
Awk. Awkwardly worded 

sentence 
ÒThe factory had the effect 
of creating new jobs for not 
all the immigrants.Ó 

Rep. Repetitive word choice "The carpenter finished the 
shelf in order to finish his 
work for the day." 

Sp. Spelling error ÒThey where at the store 
and theyÕre feet got tired.Ó 

 Capitalize letter Ògeorge Washington was 
the president of the united 
states of America.Ó 

vt Verb tense "She eats dinner and slept." 
? Unclear/undeveloped "The cavalry and Indians 

fought and they won." 
^ Insert ÒGeorge Washington was 

the president of the States 
of America.Ó 
 

2X Space Double space your paper 
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ESSAY REFLECTION SHEET  
Please take this opportunity to reflect on your research and writing by answering 
the following questions.  Remember, there are no right or wrong answers here.  
Reflecting on these questions will help you to become a better researcher, writer 
and thinker. 
 
Questions: 
 
1.  What is the strongest aspect/part of your paper?   
 
 
2.  What is one area you could have improved upon? 
 
 
3.  Why do you think you got the grade that you did on this assignment?  Do you 
agree with your teacherÕs assessment of your essay?  Why or why not? 
 
 
4.  What might you try to do differently on the next writing assignment you have?  
Explain. 
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OTHER TYPES OF HISTORY WRITING 

 
Not every piece of history writing is an essay.  Often times, your teacher will ask 
you to utilize different writing formats to prove your knowledge of an event or a 
time period in different, creative ways.  Below are guidelines for other possible 
assignments. 
 
 
I.  HOW TO WRITE A DIARY ENTRY: 
 
When you are writing a diary entry, your history teacher wants you to prove that 
you understand the details of a personÕs everyday life.  The object is to get inside a 
personÕs head, and to imagine how they would think about and respond to different 
situations.  Your goal is to include details of your surroundings and describe them 
using as genuine a ÒvoiceÓ of your historical character as is possible. 
 
Please note that this type of writing will have you write in the FIRST PERSON, 
pretending you are that historical actor. 
 
Some details you might want to include: 

• Food 
• Housing 
• School/Work 
• Type of people that you might meet (races, religions, etc.) 
• How religion affects your life (religious laws, going to religious 

institutions, etc.) 
• News you would have read about or heard about 
• Clothing that you are wearing. 
• How many people are in your family 
• Weather 
• Geography 
• Type of travel that you could take (boat, walking, train, plane, car, 

etc.) 
• Type of communication you could use (letters, phones, telegraph) and 

how long it takes to communicate. 
• Fun details that make the historical actor more human (a funny 

anecdote, emotions they are experiencing, etc.) 
 
Have fun with it, and remember to be creative AND historically accurate. 
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II. HOW TO WRITE A NEWSPAPER ARTICLE                                 

ON AN HISTORIC EVENT: 
 
The purpose of writing a newspaper article is to prove that you can identify and 
explain the most important aspects of an event.  While there is also room to 
provide your opinion about the topic, most of the article should be fact based.  It 
should be written in past tense, but portray the event as if it has just happened.   
 
To get started on writing a historical newspaper article, use the same process for 
developing research questions as you would an essay. 
 
Then, be sure you can answer the following: 
 

• WHO?Ñ who was involved in the event, who is effected by it? 
• WHAT?Ñ what happened?   
• WHEN?Ñ When did it happen?  What is the overall stretch of time 

that the events took place?  Is something else that is important 
simultaneously happening? 

• WHERE?Ñ make sure the reader understands this! 
• WHY?Ñ This is the trickiest part.  What steps led to the event 

happening?  What were the Òbig reasonsÓ and what was the Òspark 
that started it?Ó 

• HOW?Ñ This is our play by play.  List the chronology of what 
happened so your readers understand the entire event. 

 
The outline for a newspaper article will look a little different from an essay outline.  
The main difference is that most of the important information comes right at the 
beginning in a newspaper article.  Imagine that your reader has a really short 
attention span and you want them to know as much about your story as possible. 
 
 
Follow the steps on the next page for a successful newspaper outline. 
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NEWSPAPER ARTICLE OUTLINE 
 

I. HEADINGÑ this should be short and to the point, but still entice the 
reader to pick up your newspaper article. 

II. SUBTITLEÑ Give a one sentence description of what happened.  This is 
the absolute minimum that your reader should know, and it is similar to 
your articles thesis. 

III. OPENING PARAGRAPH 
a. Include the basic Òwho, what, when, where, whyÓ in a few sentences. 

IV. CLARIFYING PARAGRAPHSÑ In the next few paragraphs, give some 
background information leading up to the event, give a detailed Òplay-by-
playÓ of what happened, and use several quotes (real or fictitious 
depending on the assignment).  This will explain how the event took 
place. 
a. List out the information you want to include for the first clarifying 

paragraph. 
b. List out the information for the second clarifying paragraph. 
c. Etc.Ñ Newspaper paragraphs are usually shorter than essay 

paragraphs, and should only be between 3-5 sentences each. 
V. Closing ParagraphÑ make a ÒpredictionÓ about what this event will cause 

to happen.  (Of course, since you are writing this many years later, you 
will know what happened.)  This is to show your reader that you know 
why this event was important. 

 
FORMATTING NEWSPAPER ARTICLES 

 
Each assignment will be different, so ALWAYS CHECK THE ASSIGNMENT 
SHEET AND ASK YOUR TEACHER if you are confused.  However, most 
newspaper assignments will ask you to put your writing into columns and to 
include at least one picture. 
 
To put into columns when using Microsoft Word, click on ÒFormatÓ and then 
ÒColumnsÉ. Ó  The screen that comes up will let you pick how many columns, 
the width, and what parts of the paper you would like to apply the columns to.  
When using AppleWorks, click on the columns button on the Formatting bar at 
the top of the screen. 
 
When including a caption, be sure to fit it directly under the picture, and offset 
it from the rest of the text by making it bold.  Give the reader one sentence or 
phrase about what the picture is and how it connects to your articles.  For 
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example, if you are writing an article on the Filibusters in Central America, do 
not just plug in a picture of William Walker and write ÒWilliam WalkerÓ 
underneath.  It is far better for the caption to say something like ÒWilliam 
Walker, the man who briefly captured Nicaragua.Ó 

 
III.  HOW TO WRITE A LETTER TO YOUR REPRESENTATIVE 
 
The purpose of this assignment is to: 

• Familiarize you with your elected representatives 
• Have you understand HOW to contact those representatives 
• Have you study a current events issue that interests you 
• Better understand federalism and the separation-of-powers 

 
Pick a topic that interests you and that can be addressed by an elected official.  
After you have chosen and narrowed down your topic, pick the representative that 
you would like to write to.  It is very important to pick the right representative for 
your issue.  For example, if you would like to see a change in BrooklineÕs 
overnight parking policy, do not write to President Bush.  If you would like to see 
a change in our countryÕs military policy, then do not write to a Brookline Town 
Selectman. 
 
You may write to: 

• Selectpersons 
• School Committee 
• Governor 
• State Representatives 
• State Senators 
• National Representative (currently Barney Frank) 
• National Senators (currently John Kerry and Edward Kennedy) 
• Vice President of the United States 
• President of the United States 

 
TONE OF THE LETTER:  The letter you send should be respectful in tone.  
You are writing to an elected official, and should use titles of respect.  Example:  
President Bush, Governor Patrick, Representative Frank.  You will always be taken 
more seriously if you treat someone with respect and put your point of view 
forward.  Calling someoneÕs ideas ÒstupidÓ never works. 
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LETTER FORMAT FOR LETTERS 
TO YOUR REPRESENTATIVE 

 
YOUR NAME AND  
RETURN ADDRESS 
HERE 
 
DATE  
 
 
THE NAME AND  
ADDRESSOF THE PERSON 
YOU ARE WRITING TO 
HERE 
 
 
Dear (represntativeÕs name): 
 
Paragraph 1: You should identify clearly and concisely your reason for writing.  
Tell them what your issue is, why you feel that way, and why they should agree 
with you. 
 
Paragraph 2 (and maybe 3): Here is where you should go into more depth and 
elaborate on your ideas.  Give facts, examples, and reasons why the 
representative should listen to your viewpoint.  Make your argument convincing. 
 
Also, be sure to use block format -- meaning: do not indent your paragraphs. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
 

Your name (typed)    
Be sure to sign your name above this in pen. 

 

(See the next page for an example.) 
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Jonathan Greiner 
Lawrence School 
27 Francis St 
Brookline, MA  02445 
 
March 21st, 2006 
 
 
 
President George Bush 
1600 Pennsylvania Ave. NW 
Washington, D.C.  20500 
 
 
Dear President Bush: 
 
I am writing to encourage you to support Sen. Kennedy's bill to increase the 
minimum wage. No one who works full-time should have to raise his children in 
poverty. 
 
The Fair Minimum Wage Act would increase the minimum wage to $7.25 an hour 
over two years. That means an additional $4,370 a year for someone making the 
minimum wage in a full-time job--enough to pay for nine months of rent, 18 
months of heat and electricity or tuition at a community college. 
 
The Fair Minimum Wage Act will directly help 7 million working families as soon 
as it goes into effect and indirectly help millions more as the rising tide lifts wages 
and purchasing power. 
 
Every day that the minimum wage stays the same, working families fall further 
and further behind. It's time to take action to stem the growing tide of poverty in 
America. I urge Congress, and yourself, to pass the Fair Minimum Wage Act. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Jonathan Greiner 
7/8 Grade Social Studies Teacher 
 
(Text of letter taken from petition off of a Union’s website) 
                                                
i Howard, V.A. and Barton, J.W., Thinking on Paper (New York: William Morrow and 
Company, 1986) pp.65-84. 
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ii McCoy, Maria M., “Incorporating Effective Writing Strategies.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


