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    THESIS STATEMENTS





(13) THESIS STATEMENTS: 
	WHAT IS A THESIS STATEMENT?


The main idea of the whole essay is its thesis. A thesis is an assertion that you argue or support in the essay.  Ask yourself: Can I disagree?  You want to be able to answer YES because then you have a reason   
 to write the paper in order to prove or defend the thesis.  If you have problems with your thesis, try to follow these two conventions: 

1.
A thesis statement is often (but not always) one sentence and is most often placed in the introductory paragraph.

2.
A thesis statement is an arguable assertion that can be proven with evidence and opinions.
	WHY HAVE A THESIS STATEMENT?


•
A thesis helps you narrow down the more general topic and find your own angle on the topic and express your opinion.

•
A thesis is a reader strategy; it lets the reader know what to expect or look for in the essay.

•
A well formed thesis is a writer strategy; it helps you develop and cover all parts of an assignment, helps you know when you are "done," and keeps you organized, helping you determine if you are wandering off in unrelated directions.

	WHAT DO EFFECTIVE THESIS STATEMENTS LOOK LIKE?


An Effective Thesis:  An effective thesis should be an opinion, not a fact; it should be limited, not too broad; and it should be sharply focused, not too vague.


Too Factual:  The first polygraph was developed by Dr. John A. Larson in 1921.

Revised:         Because the polygraph has not been proved reliable, even under controlled conditions, its use by 
                        private employers should be banned.


Too Broad:    Many drugs are now being used successfully to treat mental illnesses.

Revised:         Despite its risks and side effects, lithium is an effective treatment for depression.


Too Vague:   Many of the songs played on station WXQP are disgusting.

Revised:        Of the songs played on station WXQP, all too many depict sex crudely, sanction the beating or  
                       rape of women, or foster gang violence.

PRACTICE LOCATING OPINION WORDS IN THESIS STATEMENTS:

Thesis:  As you explore your subject, you will begin to see possible ways to connect your ideas.  A sentence that links all your main ideas and explains your opinion on those ideas is called a thesis statement.  Generally, you will want to put your thesis in the opening paragraph of your essay.


Opinion:  A thesis should contain a topic (what you are writing about), an opinion about the topic (what your attitude is toward the topic), and reasons why you hold that view (explanations answering “why?” or “so what?”).  In other words, a thesis needs to be an arguable assertion that can be proven with facts and opinions.  To check to see if a thesis is arguable, locate the opinion words.


Locating the Opinion in a Thesis:  When you look for the opinion in a thesis, ask yourself: What is the writer’s attitude towards the topic?  For example, in the sentence “Backpacking in the mountains last year was an exciting experience,” the topic is “backpacking” and the controlling idea is that this trip was “exciting.”  Another person on the same trip might have had a different attitude and may have found the trip boring or exhausting.  “Exciting” reveals the writer’s attitude and also indicates what the essay with this thesis statement will be focused on: demonstrating why it was “exciting.”  This thesis statement limits the writer’s focus and clearly tells the reader what the essay will be about.  


Underline the opinion words below.  If there are no opinion words, it is not a thesis:


1)   Much maligned and the subject of unwarranted fears, most bats are harmless and highly beneficial.


2)   Vigorous exercise is a good way to reduce the effects of stress on the body.


3)   Buffalo and Toronto differ in four major ways.


4)   Developing color film is more complicated than developing black and white.


5)   In this essay I will discuss abortion.


1)  Television is destroying the unity of the modern family.


7)   In her essay, Erlich shows that there is a balance of community and isolation in her hometown.

	WHERE DO I PUT A THESIS STATEMENT?


Research shows that you comprehend better when the thesis is directly stated, particularly when it is stated at the beginning of a passage.  Such an initial thesis statement offers a signpost briefing you on what to expect and overviews the author’s message.  Unfortunately, writers do not always follow this pattern.  In a research study using psychology texts, the main idea was clearly stated in only 58 percent of the sampled paragraphs.  Thus, you should be skilled in identifying stated and implied thesis statements.

Locations for Stated Thesis Statements:

	An introductory statement of the thesis

is given at the beginning of the paragraph:

      Thesis
      Detail

      Detail
      Detail

      Detail


	A concluding statement of the thesis appears at the end of the paragraph:
     Detail

     Detail

     Detail

     Detail

     Thesis

	Details are placed at the beginning and end to arouse interest, with a statement of the thesis in the middle of the paragraph:

      Detail

      Detail

Thesis
Detail
Detail


	Both the introductory and concluding sentences state the thesis:
     

     Thesis
     Detail
     Detail
     Detail
     Detail
     Thesis


For Implied Thesis Statements:

	Details combine to make a point but the thesis is not directly stated:
1. Detail

2. Detail

3. Detail

4. Detail




PRACTICE FINDING THE THESIS:


Don’t meddle with old unloaded firearms, they are the most deadly and unerring things ever created.  You don’t have to take any pains with them at all; you don’t have to have a rest, you don’t have to have any sights on the gun, you don’t have to take aim even.  No, you just pick out a relative and bang away, and you are sure to get him.  A youth who can’t hit a cathedral at thirty yards with a Gatling gun in three-quarters of an hour, can take up an old empty musket and bag his grandmother every time at a hundred.










---Mark Twain, “Advice to Youth”

In the warmth of the inner Solar System a comet releases clouds of vapor and dust that form the glowing head and then leak into the tail, which is the cosmic equivalent of an oil slick.  Pieces of the dust later hit the Earth, as meteors.  A few survivors among the comets evolve into menacing lumps of dirt in tight orbits around the Sun. For these reasons comets are, in my opinion, best regarded as a conspicuous form of sky pollution.









---Nigel Calder, The Comet is Coming



Malcolm X in the excerpt “Learning to Read” from The Autobiography of Malcolm X shows that reading and writing are paths to self-confidence, empowerment and liberation.  He also shows a level of dogged determination that has become frighteningly atypical.  The characteristics that he shows of not giving up even in the face of overwhelming odds and applying good old-fashioned, and often tedious and repetitive, hard work and persistence have become frighteningly rare in the U.S. today where people have bloated senses of entitlement.  People today often feel that things should be given rather than earned.  No need to study acting for years, act in play after play honing your craft, or learn different dialects and accents to play diverse and convincing characters.  Instead, you can become rich and famous overnight by starring in a reality show without a shred of talent.  The repeated message that we should be richly rewarded for doing nothing or for just being ourselves causes people to not pursue the healthy and character building paths of hard work.  As a result, we become paralyzed in disappointment when we don’t get what we think we deserve, and we become a nation of discontents that do nothing and don’t care.  If we keep devaluing the slow path of hard work, we’re going to become increasingly uneducated, unmotivated, apathetic, and better controlled by advertisers, politicians, and in the changing global climate, other countries.  

                                                --Sample essay on Malcolm X’s “Learning to Read”



A TV set stood close to a wall in the small living room crowded with an assortment of chairs and tables.  An aquarium crowded the mantelpiece of a fake fireplace.  A lighted bulb inside the tank showed many colored fish swimming about in a haze of fish food.  Some of it lay scattered on the edge of the shelf.  The carpet underneath was a sodden black.  Old magazines and tabloids lay just about everywhere.








---Bienvenidos Santos, “Immigration Blues”
	HOW DO I CREATE A THESIS STATEMENT?


Once you have chosen the topic of your paper and completed the necessary research, start thinking about the underlying themes and connections between your observations and larger issues at stake. If you’re having trouble establishing an argument, here are some common approaches to help you build your thesis:
· Make a Connection: Compare your subject with something else you've learned in your class or something else you know about, or write a paper that asks the reader to look at a subject in light of something else (s)he wouldn't necessarily have connected to it.


· Refute an Accepted Idea: This can be an interesting approach if you either have new evidence or can interpret existing evidence in a new way.


· Consider Different Angles: Look at a subject from a new perspective, or find an aspect of the subject that's been overlooked.


· Define: Offer a definition of a key term that will get readers to see a controversial issue in a 
new way.


· Evaluate: Make an assessment about something's quality or utility.


· Argue Cause and Effect: You can argue that X will happen if we do Y, or X happened because we did Y. Remember, it has to be a statement of causation and not merely a correlation. Just because X happens prior to Y, does not mean that X is the cause of Y.


· Propose a Change: Suggest that something new be done to improve or resolve a specific problem.
                                                                                         Produced by the University of Texas


	WHAT’S A SIMPLE WAY TO BUILD A THESIS?


You can also use this simple formula and it will lead you to a thesis:

WHAT IS YOUR TOPIC? ___________________________________________________________


WHAT IS YOUR OPINION? _________________________________________________________


SO WHAT? ________________________________________________________________________
	HOW DO I MAKE A THESIS STATEMENT STRONG?



How do you know if your thesis is effective? Here are some components and questions to think about when revising your thesis statement:

· The Claim: Your thesis must be more than a summary of your findings regarding a specific topic. To make sure your thesis is making a contestable claim, answer the questions how and/or why? Why are your observations and analyses significant? How does your argument cover new ground or move the conversation forward within your discipline? Does it compel the reader to think differently or act?


· The Scope: Is it focused enough? Are you tackling the history of western civilization in a 3-page paper? Focus on a sufficiently narrow aspect of your subject area so that you can make a complete argument. Consider whether your research will support your argument, and adjust your thesis accordingly.


· The Tone: Be aware that you are writing for an academic setting so adjust your tone and style accordingly. Avoid using overly informal or discriminatory language, both of which are inappropriate for academic writing. Will the reader believe your thesis? More importantly, do you believe your thesis? Avoid hedging phrases and words like "I think," "I believe," "might," "maybe," and "possibly." Be sure of yourself and take a clear stance.


· The Focus: Your thesis should map out your argument. The major sections of your paper should correspond to the logical progression you plan to use to support the argument. Explain those steps to the reader in the introduction so that he or she can find them easily in the paper. This will help you to maintain focus throughout the paper as well clarify your argument for the reader.


· The Myths: First, a thesis does not have to be confined to one sentence. You want to keep your thesis statement as concise as possible, but sometimes you need more than one sentence to do that. Second, your thesis is not set in stone. Don’t be afraid to change your thesis. If while writing your paper you realize you have started arguing something different than what your thesis says, and you think it is better than what you had originally planned on doing, stick with it and revise the thesis. Get rid of what doesn’t work, and find a way of expressing what you really want to talk about.

                                                                                          Produced by the University of Texas
Practice in Changing Ineffective Thesis Statements into Effective Thesis Statements:

1. A strong thesis statement takes a stand: your thesis needs to show your conclusions about a subject. 
WEAK THESIS:  There are some negative and positive aspects to the Banana Herb Tea Supplement.
This is a weak thesis statement. It fails to take a stand and the phrase negative and positive aspects is vague.

STRONGER THESIS: _____________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________
2. A strong thesis statement justifies discussion: your thesis should indicate the point of the discussion. 
WEAK THESIS:  My family is an extended family.
This is a weak thesis statement because it merely states an observation, so your reader won’t be able to tell the point of the statement. 

STRONGER THESIS: _____________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________
3. A strong thesis statement expresses one main idea: Readers need to be able to see that your paper has one main point. If your thesis statement expresses more than one idea, then you might confuse your readers about the subject of your paper. 
WEAK THESIS:  Companies need to exploit the marketing potential of the Internet, and Web pages can provide both advertising and customer support.
This is a weak thesis statement because the reader can’t decide whether the paper is about marketing on the Internet or Web pages. To revise the thesis, the relationship between the two ideas needs to become clearer. 

STRONGER THESIS: _____________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________
4. A strong thesis statement is specific: A thesis statement should show exactly what your paper will be about, and will help you keep your paper to a manageable topic. 
WEAK THESIS:  World hunger has many causes and effects.
This is a weak thesis statement for two major reasons. First, world hunger can’t be discussed thoroughly in a short essay. Second, many causes and effects is vague. You should be able to identify specific causes and effects. 

STRONGER THESIS: _____________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________________



Possible answers to strengthen the thesis statements for exercises 1-4:

	
1. WEAK THESIS:  There are some negative and positive aspects to the Banana Herb Tea Supplement.
STRONGER THESIS: Because Banana Herb Tea Supplement promotes rapid weight loss that results in the loss of muscle and lean body mass, it poses a potential danger to customers.

This is a strong thesis because it takes a stand, and because it's specific.
	
3. WEAK THESIS:  Companies need to exploit the marketing potential of the Internet, and Web pages can provide both advertising and customer support.
STRONGER THESIS: Because the Internet is filled with tremendous marketing potential, companies should exploit this potential by using Web pages that offer both advertising and customer support.
This is a strong thesis because it shows that the two ideas are related. Hint: a great many clear and engaging thesis statements contain words like 
because, since, so, although, unless, and however.


	
2. WEAK THESIS:  My family is an extended family.
STRONGER THESIS: While most American families would view blood-related marriage as a threat to the nuclear family structure, many Iranian families, like my own, believe that these marriages help reinforce kinship ties in an extended family.
This is a strong thesis because it shows how your experience contradicts a widely-accepted view. A good strategy for creating a strong thesis is to show that the topic is controversial. Readers will be interested in reading the rest of the essay to see how you support your point.

	
4. WEAK THESIS:  World hunger has many causes and effects.
STRONGER THESIS: Hunger persists in Glandelinia because jobs are scarce and farming in the infertile soil is rarely profitable.
This is a strong thesis statement because it narrows the subject to a more specific and manageable topic, and it also identifies the specific causes for the existence of hunger.







Produced by Writing Tutorial Services, Indiana University, Bloomington, IN 
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