Writing Effective Essays

Excerpts from Critical Thinking (6th ed., 2001) 

by Brooke Noel Moore & Richard Parker

A good argumentative essay must first of all be well organized.  Every now and then, you encounter pieces of writing in which the words, claims, and arguments are so strangely assembled that the result is unintelligible.  Let’s just hope that the piece is nothing you yourself have written . . .

In an argumentative essay, the most natural and common organizational pattern is to state what you are trying to establish and then proceed to establish it by setting forth evidence that supports your position, adding explanations, illustrations, or other elaboration as needed.  Here are some guidelines to help you get organized:

1) Focus.  Make clear at the outset what issue you intend to address and what your position will be.  Of course, nothing is quite so boring as an essay that begins, “In this essay I shall argue that . . .” and then goes on to itemize everything that’s going to be said later.  As a matter of style, you should let the reader know what to expect without using trite phrases and without going on at length.


2) Stick to the issue.  All points you make in an essay should be connected to the issue under discussion and should always either a) support, illustrate, explain, clarify, elaborate on, or emphasize your position on the issue or b) serve as responses to anticipated objections.  Rid the essay of irrelevancies and dangling thoughts.


3) Arrange the components of the essay in a logical sequence.  This is just common sense.  Make a point before you clarify it, for example, not the other way around.  Place support for item B next to item B, not next to item F or G.


When supporting your points, bring in examples, clarification, and the like in such a way that the reader knows what you are doing.  Your readers should be able to discern the relationship between any given sentence and your ultimate objective, and they should be able to move from sentence to sentence and from paragraph to paragraph without becoming lost or confused . . .


4) Be complete.  You don’t have to be exhaustive in your treatment of the issue; many issues are in fact much too large to be treated exhaustively in a single essay.  Remember, finally, this basic principle: The more limited your topic, the easier it is to be complete in your coverage.  However, do accomplish what you set out to accomplish, support fully and adequately whatever position you take on the issue . . . Also, be sure that there is closure at every level: Sentences should be complete, paragraphs should be unified wholes (and usually stick to a single point), and the essay should reach a conclusion . . .

Understanding these principles is one thing—actually employing them may be more difficult . . .

Seasoned instructors know that the first batch of essays they get from a class will most likely include several samples of each of the following types.  At all costs, try to avoid these pitfalls.

● The Windy Preamble.  Writers of this type of essay avoid getting to the issue and instead go on at length with introductory remarks, often about how important the issue is, how it has troubled thinkers for centuries, how opinions on the issue are many and various, and so on—an on.

● The Stream-of-Consciousness Ramble.  This type of essay results when writers make no attempt to organize their thinking on the issue and instead simply list thoughts more or less in the order they come to mind.

● The Knee-Jerk Reaction.  In this type of essay, writers record their first reaction to an issue without considering the issue in any depth or detail.

● The Glancing Blow.  Writers of this type of essay address the issue obliquely rather than straight on . . .

● Let the Reader Do the Work.  Writers of this type of essay expect the reader to follow them through non sequiturs, abrupt shifts in direction, and huge gaps in logic . . .

In addition to being well organized, a good argumentative essay must be clearly written.  If your objective is to support your position, you must write as clearly as possible.  Likewise, before you accept what someone else writes (or says), you should be sure you understand what is being expressed . . .


When we can’t tell what someone else in claiming or arguing, or when someone else can’t tell what we are claiming or arguing, any number of problems may be causing the difficulty.  Here were consider ill-defined terms, poorly chosen words, unintentional ambiguity, vagueness, and faulty comparisons . . .

Good writing is often simple writing: It avoids redundancy, unnecessary complexity, and prolixity (long-windedness and wordiness).  These writing characteristics often confuse readers and listeners, and they sometimes make writers (or speakers) look silly.  Why write of armed gunmen? . . . Why say that something is completely full? . . . Michael Jordan, it is often said, is a famous superstar.  The famous part is pointless . . . 

[However], because the world is a complicated place, the language we use to describe it often has to be correspondingly complicated. Sometimes it is necessary to be complicated to be clear.  But, in general, simplicity is the best policy . . .

An argumentative essay is intended to support a position on some issue.  Principles of critical thinking can and should be applied both to essays written by others and to those we ourselves write.  Such essays must be soundly organized and clearly written and must truly support the position taken by their author . . .


Remember: If what you want to say is not clear to you, it certainly will remain obscure to your reader. [pp. 40-74]

