
Tips from Jocelyn 

 

Here are some basic rules I try to follow in my own writing and that I try to teach students as they work to improve theirs. I 

read books on writing for fun, so some of these tips come from style books and others come from tips I got from a professor 

I had at UBC during my undergrad! These tips are about style; since there are as many different styles as there are people, 

it’ll be up to you to find your own special gifts and pleasures as a writer. Whatever effort you put into this now will pay off 

in the future: better job applications, wittier dating profiles, more effective ripostes, more beautiful love letters. You’ll see.  

 

Introductions 

 

An introduction must tell us who, what, when, where and who the paper is about (this is the topic). Even more importantly, 

it must make an argument about that topic (this is the thesis). Ideally, you’ll say how you’ll do this, by giving your reader a 

roadmap (we begin here, then go there, then there)…. 

 

Topic Thesis 

Tells us what you’ll write about. Tells us your argument, what you’ll prove. 

This paper will explore the financial crisis 

in Greece in 2015. 

This paper argues that Greece’s 2015 financial crisis was the fault of 

the IMF and European Banks whose loaning practices were 

predatory. 

This paper examines the way gender 

influences rap groups like NWA. 

I prove that the music of NWA is culturally important because it 

reveals both the structural racism black men in LA faced during the 

90s and the misogyny that emerged within early gangster rap.  

How to Structure a Paper? 

 Unless you have a really good reason not to, your essay should be chronological. If you decide not to write 

chronologically, it might be nice to point that out to your reader with a sentence like “The precedent for this came 

many years earlier….” 

 If your paper is less historical, but still requires your reader to be familiar with the historical background, put the 

historical background in the second paragraph of the essay. Likewise, if you need to establish some key details 

about historical figures or some specific process, do it in that first two or three paragraphs 

 

Paragraphs 

The topic sentence and conclusion sentence must always be in your own words. (No quotes!). After that, paragraphs:  

 Can range in length, but never more than 250 words 

 Discuss / argue/ prove a single idea 

 Have quotations that are Introduced, and Elaborated upon (SIE); Sources TAP; with in-text MLA citations (Last 

Name #). 

 The quotes add beauty, imagery, detail, concision and are especially important when saying something we 

might otherwise doubt! 

 Conclusion sentences transition to the next paragraph  

 

Basic Tips on Quoting   

 After you've introduced someone (historical figure/ specialist/ academic) the first time, using TAP (Title Author or 

Profession), as in "E.H. Carr, the well-known Soviet historian," all subsequent references should use the last name 

only. This applies to artists and cultural figures as well, so, after you've introduced us to "Louis Armstrong, one of 

the key figures in the early history of jazz," after that he'll be Armstrong only. 

 Novel? Textbook? Monograph? -- I talk about this in detail here, but generally you'll be talking about speeches, 

diaries, articles, books. If it's something else, say so! 

 

On the Thesaurus 

Sometimes a thesaurus can be useful, but even if words are synonyms, our use of them is not. Achieve and succeed 

might mean similar things—to do with accomplishment—but they required different grammatical support: I achieve 

mastery; I succeed at doing something. One of my favorite stylists writes,  

https://historiesofcatastrophicdreaming.wordpress.com/how-to-write-a-research-paper/how-to-refer-to-your-sources/


I write with a thesaurus, mindful of the advice I once read in a bicycle repair manual on how to squeeze 

a dent out of a rim with Vise-Grip pliers: ‘Do not get carried away with the destructive potential of this 

tool. (Pinker 23)  

 

Use Parallel Structures 
Parallel structures require you to employ similar grammatical structures. They make it easy for us to understand 

complicated and parallel situations quite quickly. 

 

He came, he saw, he conquered. ~ Julius Caesar 

It was the best of times, it was the worst of times....  ~ Charles Dickens 

The Department of Justice began a vigorous campaign to break up the corporate empires, to restore the 

free and open market, and to plant the feet of industry firmly on the road to competition. ~Thurman 

Arnold 

Numbers 

Write them out unless they are over 1000, such as a year. Twenty should never be 20 in a text. 

 

Omit Needless Words: This is the classic piece of advice from Strunk and White, authors of Elements of Style. Why do 

it? Because extra words make your prose clunky and difficult to follow. You may reason that it’s better to add extra 

words because you’ll have a better chance of fulfilling the word count. Let me tell you: if you take the time to produce a 

cleaner, easier to follow essay, and do it in less than the required number of words, your reader will thank you. You will 

clarify your thinking, you will be caring for your reader, and, you’ll improve your mark.  

 

In the event that 

For the purpose of 

In view of the fact that 

Owing to the fact that 

Relating to the subject of 

At such time as  

It is widely observed that X  

If  

To 

Since 

Because 

Regarding 

When 

X  

 

How to improve? 

 Show a draft to a friend (but not just any friend. Choose someone constructively critical, someone whose opinion on 

writing and ideas you respect) 

 Revise after some time is past (so that you could actually say, “Did I really write that?”) 

 Read your sentences aloud or, if you can stand it, get the computer to read to you. 

 Always spend the extra minutes to proofread and spell check, and follow the formatting recommendations 

 

To Internet or Not to Internet… 

When I find the internet distracting, I download all of the pdfs I’ll need to write whatever I’m writing onto my desktop 

(or into a program made for the purpose, such as Scrivener, which I can’t recommend enough). Then I turn off the internet 

using an internet blocker like Freedom. I time myself for 45 minutes (do less or more according to your preference) and I 

don’t move, even if it means staring at the wall for the whole period. Then I take a break. Collectively, this piece of advice 

could be called “Scrivener, Freedom, and Pomodoro Technique.” Google them, then get off the internet. 

 Sometimes the internet can help—one program I’ve recommended at times is called “Write or Die.” Check it out. 

Other students have recommended  http://www.prowritingaid.com 

 

How to Write (Introductions should be the last thing you write) 

My basic suggestion is to start with writing without judgement. Words on paper will make you feel like you’ve 

progressed, no matter how bad they are. Get them down, then get to the good stuff. Write a bad introduction to get you 

started; rewrite your introduction (and your topic sentences) after you’ve done everything else. 

 

What Tense to use? 

If you’re writing about a period  in the past, use the simple past. If you’re writing about something you’re currently reading 

in a book, write about it in the present tense (even if the book was written in the past!). e.g. Simone de Beauvoir writes…. 

http://www.prowritingaid.com/

