
Developing a Thesis 

A thesis s t a t emen t  is the main idea of your paper in a nu t shell. 
Developing a working thesis should be among your firs t  priorities when 
you begin the draf ting process.  "Working" is the opera tive word here; 
your thesis may drama tically change, evolve or s t ay exac tly the same 
through the writing and research process,  bu t  i t  is a good idea t o  s t ar t  
with some sor t  of plan in mind.  It  is conven tion in ENG 10 1 to  pu t  your 
t hesis s t a t emen t  a t  the end of your introduc tion paragraph.  

The Important Thing is to Ask Questions 

Mulling over a t opical checklist can help you circumven t  writ er ' s block. It 
can help you discover a number of possibilities for developing a thesis.  
Consider whe ther you wan t  t o  inform or persuade your readers.  

1 .  Exac tly wha t  is my subjec t ? Can my thesis inform or persuade my 
audience on this poin t ?  

2 .  Do I need or wan t  t o  emphasize the posi tive or the nega tive 
aspec t s of my subjec t ?  

3 .  Can my subjec t  be divided up into par t s? Is one aspec t  more 
impor tan t  or more relevan t  t o  my audience than o thers? What  do I 
need or wan t  t o  s t ress in my thesis? How should I organize these 
par t s t o  achieve this emphasis?  

4 .  Jus t  wha t  does my subjec t  remind me of? Is my subjec t,  whe ther a 
person, a thing, or an even t,  similar t o ano ther person, thing, or 
even t  tha t  is probably familiar to  my readers? Are there any 
unexpec t ed and enligh t ening similarities? Is the comparison 
favorable or unfavorable? Does the comparison make my subjec t  
easier t o unders t and? How can I make the se comparisons so tha t  
t hey clarify my point  for my reader?  

5 .  If my subjec t  is an even t  or thing, wha t  caused or crea t ed i t?  Would 
unders t anding the cause or a preceden t  make i t easier for my 
audience t o  unders t and my subjec t ? Should I include these in my 
thesis?  

6 .  What  effec t s has my subjec t  had or is it  likely t o have? Are the 
effec t s impor tan t  or unexpec t ed? Should my thesis include these?  

Developing a Working Thesis 



Once you’ve chosen a t opic, you need to  decide wha t  you’re going to  say 
abou t  i t.  Remember the working thesis should have two par t s: the t opic 
itself and your comment  on the t opic. You can make the thesis more 
explicit la t er,  bu t  for now, ge t  t he basics down. For example:  

The use of public school vouchers by the s t a t e s /  should no t  only be 
allowed bu t  recommended and encouraged by the federal governmen t.   

Note tha t  t he chosen topic is t o  the lef t o f the slash mark, and wha t  the 
writer wan t s t o  say abou t  i t  is to  the righ t . This working thesis is enough 
to  ge t  the writer s t ar t ed; he or she can begin researching and reading 
abou t  the t opic, therefore, gaining information and es t ablishing wha t  t he 
above claim should be based upon.  

An Expli ci t  Th e s i s  S t a t e m e n t 

When the research is underway, the thesis s t a t emen t  can be made more 
explicit by ar ticula ting the lines of argumen t,  analysis or explana tion, 
depending upon the type of paper tha t ' s  being writ t en.  You can 
complica t e the language and make the thesis more int er es ting la t er; for 
now using the following t empla t e may help you ge t  s t ar t ed on your 
writing projec t.   

 
In this e ssay, I plan to  (argue, defend, explain, demons tra t e,  analyze) t ha t  
_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _  because of ( 1 ) _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _, 
( 2 ) _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _,  and ( 3 ) _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _. 

 
When this formula is applied t o the sample working thesis s t a t ed earlier, it  
becomes: 

 
In this e ssay, I plan to  argue tha t  the use of public school vouchers should 
be recommended and encouraged by the federal governmen t  because 
realizing tha t  t hey don ' t  have a cap tive audience and being forced to  
compe t e for s tuden t s will force public schools t o improve and because 
s tuden t s and paren t s deserve choice where educa tion is concerned.  

Refining the Thesis Statement 



After working on the paper and building an introduc tion, the thesis can 
always be reworded, or refined. For example: 

 
While the use of school vouchers is currently up to  the discre tion of the 
s t a t e s with no int erac tion or int erference from the federal governmen t,  
t he coun try would be bes t  served if the governmen t  would no t  only 
recommend bu t  encourage the use of vouchers. 

 
Notice tha t  the lines of argumen t  are no t  ar ticula t ed in this version of the 
t hesis s t a t emen t .  Tha t ' s  an accep table way to  approach the assignmen t  
e specially if you 've crea t ed an ou tline or developed an explicit thesis and 
know where you 're going with the res t  of t he paper.  The obvious danger 
in this me thod is the t emp ta tion to wander, or s t ray off t opic. One way to  
curb tha t  t endency is to  go ahead and fully de t ail your plan for the paper 
in the thesis s t a t emen t ,  and you may prefer this me thod even if you 
don ' t  t end to wander off track!  

 

Consider this version of our sample thesis: 

 
While the use of school vouchers is currently up to  the discre tion of the 
s t a t e s with no int erac tion or int erference from the federal governmen t,  
t he coun try would be bes t  served if the governmen t  would no t  only 
recommend bu t  encourage the use of vouchers; if more people used 
vouchers,  public schools would be forced to  compe t e for s tuden t s,  thus 
forced to  improve their schools, and as a resul t, paren t s and children 
would ge t  the choice and educa tional oppor tunities they deserve.  

 
If you 're like mos t  s tuden t s,  you 're probably thinking, "Bu t  tha t ' s  t oo 
long!" It is  a long sen t ence,  bu t  i t  is also a gramma tically correc t  
sen t ence.  And really, a thesis doesn ' t  have to  be jus t  one sen t ence.  A 
period could easily replace the semi-colon af t er "vouchers" and before "if 
more people." Some times for longer papers,  a thesis paragraph may be 
t he mos t  appropriat e  choice.  The bo t tom line is: keep your op tions open, 
develop a working thesis, and then an explicit thesis t o guide you, bu t  



allow yourself the freedom to compose the type of thesis tha t ' s  righ t  for 
your writing assignmen t.   

 NINE ERRORS TO AVOID WHEN COMPOSING A THESIS    

A  t h e s i s  c a nn o t  b e  a  fra g m e n t;  i t  m u s t  e x pr e s s  a  c o m pl e t e  

t h o u g h t .  

Poor:  how life is in a racial ghe t t o. 

Bet t er: Residen t s of a racial ghe t t o  t end t o have a higher dea th ra t e ,  a 

higher infan t  mor t ality ra t e,  and a higher unemploymen t  ra t e,  than do 

residen t s of the suburbs.   

A t h e s i s  m u s t  n o t  b e  w ord e d  a s  a  q u e s t i on .   ( S o m e t im e s  t h e  

an s w er  t o  t h e  qu e s t i o n  c an  b e  t h e  t h e s i s . )   

Poor:  Do Americans really need large refrigera tors? 

Bet t er: If Americans did their marke ting daily, as do some Europeans,  they 

could save energy because they could use  smaller refrigera tors.    

A t h e s i s  m u s t  n o t  b e  t o o  br o ad .   

Poor:  The litera ture of mythology con tains many resurrec tion s tories. 

Bet t er: One of the oldes t  re surrec tion myths is the s tory of the Egyp tian 

god Osiris.   

 

 

 

A  t h e s i s  s h o uld  n o t  c o n t ain  unr ela t e d  e l e m e n t s .   

Poor:  All novelist s  seek the t ru th,  and some novelist s  are good 

psychologis t s. 

Bet t er: In their a t t emp t  t o  probe human na ture,  many novelist s  become 

excellen t  psychologis t s.    



A t h e s i s  s h o uld  n o t  c o n t ain  phra s e s  lik e  “I t hink”  or  “in  m y  

o pinion”  b e c a u s e  t h e y  w e ak e n  t h e  wri t er’ s  ar gu m e n t .   

Poor:  In my opinion, all cigare t t e  smoking in public places should be 

banned because of the adverse effec t s of  “passive smoking” on non-

smokers. 

Bet t er: All cigare t t e  smoking in public places should be banned because of 

t he adverse effec t s of “passive smoking” on non-smokers.     

A t h e s i s  s h o uld  n o t  b e  e x pr e s s e d  in  v a g u e  lan gu a g e .   

Poor:  Religion as par t  of the school curriculum should be avoided because 

it can cause trouble. 

Bet t er: Religion should no t  be par t  of the school curriculum because i t  is a 

priva t e and highly personal commitmen t.    

A t h e s i s  m u s t  n o t  b e  e x pr e s s e d  in  m uddl e d  or  in c o h er e n t  

lan gu a g e .   

Poor:  Homosexuality is a “s t a tus” offence  to  the effec t  t ha t  the 

par ticipan t s are willing so tha t  the rela tionship is volun tary in charac t er 

ra ther than the type described in a “vic tim-perpe tra tor” model. 

Bet t er: Homosexuality be tween two consen ting adul t s should be 

considered as al terna t e life s tyle ra ther than a crime.   

A t h e s i s  s h o uld  n o t  b e  e x pr e s s e d  in  fi gura t iv e  l an gu a g e  

( s y m b oli c  in  an y  w a y ) .   

Poor:  The amazons of t oday are trying to  purge all the s t ag words from 

the English language. 

Bet t er: Today’s feminis t s are trying to  elimina t e the use of sexually-

biased words from public use.   

A t h e s i s  s h o uld  n o t  s im ply  s t a t e  a  f a c t .   



Poor:  Women have been repressed a t  differen t  times and in differen t  

cul tures. 

Bet t er: The repression of women writ ers in America during the nine t een th 

cen tury con tribu t ed to  the idea tha t  there were rela tively few writers who 

should be included in an thologies. 

 


