


Writing Effective Introductions


Effective introductions do two basic things--grab the reader's interest and let the reader know what is to come. This is why effective introductions usually incorporate the thesis statement and lead up to that statement with one of a variety of hooks. The hook you select will have a lot to do with the purpose of the essay you are writing. The following are a variety of techniques you can use as hooks in your introduction. 

Short Narrative or Anecdote

This type of hook tells a short descriptive story illustrating the point you will be trying to make. This type of hook is particularly effective in persuasive essays because it allows the writer to use vivid description which appeals to the senses and emotions of the reader. The reader experiences the horror or delight of the subject of the narrative and, therefore, has already begun to be open to your arguments. For example, if you wish to convince your readers that laws requiring children to wear helmets while riding bicycles should be more strictly enforced, you might describe in vivid detail an innocent child who suffered brain damage or who died gruesomely as a result of not wearing a helmet. The more vivid the detail, the more sympathetic the reader will be to your cause. Logic will be needed to support your claim, but the emotional appeal that the short descriptive narrative makes your readers more receptive to reading what you have to say. 

Startling Statistic

One of the problems that many writers face is how to get their readers to feel that the information or opinions presented are pertinent or relevant to their readers. Using startling statistics can help solve that problem. Many people feel that any number of life's crises cannot or will not happen to them. Bad things happen to other people--not us. Making startling statistics personally relevant can open readers' minds to the possibility of tragedy hitting home and , thus, make readers more receptive to your message. For example, stating that "four billion people are diagnosed with HIV" is startling; however, stating that in any given college classroom, statistically "one in every four students will be diagnosed HIV positive," is a much more personally relevant statistic. They are the sort of statements which make one stop and ponder--and want to read more. 

Quotation Lead

Drawing upon the insightful words of famous writers or other celebrities can prove an effective way to get a reader's attention. By borrowing upon the credibility of the world renowned, a writer's own credibility is enhanced. Using a quotation lead can help enhance a writer's credibility and/ or connect readers with the familiar. Both of these benefits help writers to hook readers, getting them to read on. However, in order to be effective, a writer must select a well known quotation or one which is particularly insightful. Saying "Joe Blow said..." just doesn't cut it. 

Historical or Background Lead

Sometimes in order to accept the information the writer is presenting, the reader must understand the historical context or significance of that information. Knowing one's audience is necessary in order for a writer to know whether or not this type of lead could be effective. Many historians and scientists and other academians find a historical perspective fascinating; however, many general audiences could get bogged down and lose interest before the author's thesis is even stated. Just be careful not to get so wrapped up in the background that you forget what you originally wanted to say.
DEVELOPING VIVID PARAGRAPHS
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Ever feel like your paragraphs don’t go anywhere--your body paragraphs (supporting paragraphs) in particular? Maybe your paragraphs get stuck in a rut, like a car spinning its wheels without ever going where you want it to go. Those spinning wheels (all those sentences that keep coming out) suggest there’s some serious activity underway, but you (and your paragraphs) end up pretty much where you started.

The secret to getting the car back on track, of course, is traction--there’s no substitute for bringing the wheels into contact with concrete, or at least something very similar to it. When it comes to writing, the answer isn’t all that different. Readers need to be able to get some traction in your paragraphs--and that traction usually comes from vivid, specific, concrete details.

Notice the difference between Paragraph A and Paragraph B below.

Paragraph A
College students typically face much stress. There’s not a not thing they can do about it; it creeps up on them everywhere. Stressful situations are all over the place. No college student is going to get out of college without having to face several different types of stress on a regular basis. Sure, they want to avoid it (who wouldn’t?) but that goal is simply impossible. It’s on every side of them, no matter which way they turn. People who decide to attend college are in for a great deal of stress. This is something they will have to face up to. There is no way around this fact.

Paragraph B
College students typically face much stress. For one thing, the university is always demanding money from them: $75 for a parking permit; $900 for one of many payments toward room and board; $1823 for tuition. (There’s usually a warning in bold print, too, about how transcripts might be withheld forever if fees are not paid within the next five minutes.) Most students do not carry great wealth in their back pockets, so they spend hours--perhaps a few days even--filling out applications for jobs that they do not have the time to do. If they are lucky enough to get a job making tacos or misting the flowers at Big Time Market, they will face confusing tax forms and possibly a boss who can’t stand nineteen-year-olds whom they must somehow please. And let’s not forget that by the time they leave work, it’s five minutes to one, there’s not a parking spot to be found in Lot 7, and the teacher promised that nobody arriving late would be admitted to the midterm exam. Some students major in business; others major in sociology. But every student has at least a minor in stress.

Both paragraphs, of course, drive at the same idea. Paragraph B, however, is much more successful at actually getting readers to their destination. Metaphorically speaking, Paragraph B allows readers get out of the car, stretch their legs, look around, and actually get their hands dirty in the stress that college students experience. Paragraph A simply goes around in circles (or, to use the phrase I drew on earlier, its wheels are stuck in a rut).

ANOTHER NAME FOR VIVID DETAILS: SECONDARY SUPPORT
Good body paragraphs (such as Paragraph B above) are usually full of vivid, concrete details. Such details are often referred to as secondary support. Jean Wyrick, author of Steps to Writing Well, explains it this way: "Primary support sentences provide information that directly relates to and develops a word or idea in the topic sentence. These sentences use the same types of development used in topic sentences. Secondary support sentences, as their name implies, relate to and develop a word or idea found in a primary support sentence. Thus, the paragraph itself becomes a hierarchy of elaboration that mirrors the entire essay. One idea builds on or is explained by another until the subject is exhausted." (For Wyrick's further discussion of paragraph development, click here.)

Wyrick’s explanation might seem a bit technical, I suppose, but I’m including it here because I truly want to push the benefits of writers supporting their details with more details, and that’s what Wyrick is getting at. Most writers can afford to make their writing more vivid, more detailed, more convincing. Few writers (with the possible exception of folks such as Thomas Harris, author of the gruesome Silence of the Lamb and its sequels) can be accused of going overboard on details.

GOSH, MY MOM NEVER TOLD ME I NEEDED TO BRING SECONDARY SUPPORT TO CLASS...
We’re not talking about morality here, of course--just a practical survival tool for people who wish to build strong body paragraphs in college level papers.

In a nutshell, secondary support will

· offer readers supporting evidence for the claim made in the topic sentence and the sentences that elaborate on the topic sentence 

· give the paragraph some depth

One danger of not having secondary support is that readers will think the writer cannot support his or her claims. More important, though, the paragraph is likely to seem both underdeveloped and choppy, since the writer is doing little more than repeating the idea from the topic sentence in the several sentences that follow it.

One last way of looking at it: Why wouldn’t you want to give yourself a better chance of getting your point across and keep your reader interested at the same time?
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Writing Effective Conclusions
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One of the first things a reader remembers after having read a piece of writing is the last words the writer uses. For that reason, a writer should understand and take advantage of the power of an effective conclusion. Effective conclusions are particularly important in persuasive essays since they are the last chance the writer has to convince the reader. The following is a collection of suggestions for writing effective conclusions. 

1. Use a summary statement rather than phrases like the following: "In summary...," "To conclude...," "To summarize...," or "In closing...." These are too obvious and vague to be effective. Use a transitional phrase which summarizes a point in your essay instead. A sample summary statement is as follows: "As we have seen, poverty is a known contributor to crime; therefore, it should not be discounted when considering ways to prevent crime." 

2. Use a quotation. For example, use "As a man thinks, so is he," when your paper has just explained how negative thinking has created problems for someone. 

3. Refer to the story or character used in the introduction, such as "So don't be like Sally, be informed." 

4. Use a cleverly crafted generalization, such as "Poverty is not a great issue, if everyone is poor." 

5. Express your hopes as you look to the future. "We can only hope that people in our society will become less self-centered and become more involved in helping others." Or "We have some poverty programs, which are of great value, but in ten years the problem will still remain unless we change our attitudes." 

In addition to the aforementioned suggestions, persuasive essays should include one of the following: 

6. Issue a call for action, such as "Now that we have seen how poverty contributes to crime, give the local representatives a call to learn how to help combat poverty." 

7. Use a question and a call for action together. Example: "Why do we continue to ignore the poverty situation in America? One can help, so get involved

Strategies for Writing a Conclusion

Conclusions are often the most difficult part of an essay to write, and many writers feel that they have nothing left to say after having written the paper. A writer needs to keep in mind that the conclusion is often what a reader remembers best. Your conclusion should be the best part of your paper. 



A conclusion should

· stress the importance of the thesis statement, 

· give the essay a sense of completeness, and 

· leave a final impression on the reader.



Suggestions 

· Answer the question "So What?" 

Show your readers why this paper was important. Show them that your paper was meaningful and useful.

· Synthesize, don't summarize 

· Don't simply repeat things that were in your paper. They have read it. Show them how the points you made and the support and examples you used were not random, but fit together. 

· Redirect your readers 

· Give your reader something to think about, perhaps a way to use your paper in the "real" world. If your introduction went from general to specific, make your conclusion go from specific to general. Think globally. 

· Create a new meaning 

· You don't have to give new information to create a new meaning. By demonstrating how your ideas work together, you can create a new picture. Often the sum of the paper is worth more than its parts. 



Strategies 
· Echoing the introduction: Echoing your introduction can be a good strategy if it is meant to bring the reader full-circle. If you begin by describing a scenario, you can end with the same scenario as proof that your essay was helpful in creating a new understanding. 

Example 

Introduction 
From the parking lot, I could see the towers of the castle of the Magic Kingdom standing stately against the blue sky. To the right, the tall peak of The Matterhorn rose even higher. From the left, I could hear the jungle sounds of Adventureland. As I entered the gate, Main Street stretched before me with its quaint shops evoking an old-fashioned small town so charming it could never have existed. I was entranced. Disneyland may have been built for children, but it brings out the child in adults.

Conclusion
I thought I would spend a few hours at Disneyland, but here I was at 1:00 A.M., closing time, leaving the front gates with the now dark towers of the Magic Kingdom behind me. I could see tired children, toddling along and struggling to keep their eyes open as best they could. Others slept in their parents' arms as we waited for the parking lot tram that would take us to our cars. My forty-year-old feet ached, and I felt a bit sad to think that in a couple of days I would be leaving California, my vacation over, to go back to my desk. But then I smiled to think that for at least a day I felt ten years old again.



· Challenging the reader: By issuing a challenge to your readers, you are helping them to redirect the information in the paper, and they may apply it to their own lives. 

Example
Though serving on a jury is not only a civic responsibility but also an interesting experience, many people still view jury duty as a chore that interrupts their jobs and the routine of their daily lives. However, juries are part of America's attempt to be a free and just society. Thus, jury duty challenges us to be interested and responsible citizens.



· Looking to the future: Looking to the future can emphasize the importance of your paper or redirect the readers' thought process. It may help them apply the new information to their lives or see things more globally. 

Example
Without well-qualified teachers, schools are little more than buildings and equipment. If higher-paying careers continue to attract the best and the brightest students, there will not only be a shortage of teachers, but the teachers available may not have the best qualifications. Our youth will suffer. And when youth suffers, the future suffers.



· Posing questions: Posing questions, either to your readers or in general, may help your readers gain a new perspective on the topic, which they may not have held before reading your conclusion. It may also bring your main ideas together to create a new meaning. 

Example
Campaign advertisements should help us understand the candidate's qualifications and positions on the issues. Instead, most tell us what a boob or knave the opposing candidate is, or they present general images of the candidate as a family person or God-fearing American. Do such advertisements contribute to creating an informed electorate or a people who choose political leaders the same way they choose soft drinks and soap?
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