AMERICAN STUDIES / PAVIA & EGAN
Generating Ideas for Your Interdisciplinary Essay

At some point in the near future, you really should sit down with some of that fancy new paper you received for Christmas and work through your ideas for the midterm essay. Here are some prompts and questions that might help you clarify your thinking and move from question to observation, to higher-order thinking and analysis, and ultimately to a thesis.

First, what would you like to write about? What does the prompt you’ve chosen mean to you? How do you interpret it? In your mind, what are you being asked to think about and do?

If you don’t wish to respond to one of our prompts, what would you like to write about?
Of everything we’d read and discussed in the two classes, what makes the most sense, or is the most interesting to you? What connects these different novels, plays, documents, poems, articles, works of art, etc.? 

In the past we have asked you to share your thesis with us at a rather early stage in the process, but perhaps this isn’t the best way to go about it. After all, how can you know what you want to argue before you’ve had a time to actually sort through all of your sources and see what they have to say? 

Gather all of these texts in one place and start looking through them; what do they have to do with one another? Go through your notes and annotations. Re-read key passages and/or chapters. Do they contain similar characters, ideas, conflicts, patterns, beliefs, or themes? Do the authors seem to have similar purposes? 

Once you start making observations about the connections between different texts, start throwing ideas at the wall. (You might even consider literally doing this; sometimes seeing everything on a wall or corkboard in front of you helps you get a sense of the bigger picture. You can even come and use our whiteboards if you’d like.) If you’re like Mr. Pavia, organizing your thinking in some visual way  clarifies relationships between ideas and texts.

Once you have settled on your interpretation of the question, think about what you’d like to “say” in your paper. At this point you’re ready to establish a working thesis; what point of view, what idea, what position, would you like to present to your readers? 
· How do you think you’ll set out to make this point? What texts will help you make your point? What about them? What kinds of connections can you make?
· How might you use them? What parts of the texts (scenes, characters, etc.) do you think would be most helpful?





Remember: 
· Once you arrive at your thesis, it should be clear, specific, and interesting. It should not be obvious or factual. (It should, however, be satisfactual.)
· When you use textual evidence, you should not use it to summarize or narrate, but to serve as evidence that what you have argued is accurate. And don’t stop once you’ve used it; what is important in this passage? What does it make clear?
· Fully develop your thinking. There’s no rule that says you’re done because you’ve already used a quote for this paragraph. Who taught you this?
· Breadth is good, but depth is better. Zoom in. Dig deep. Scrutinize the evidence. Is there anything else that contradicts or complicated your point? Are there additional passages you can use to further prove your point?
· SO WHAT?!
· Topic sentences and transitions are your best weapon going into the exam. Plan them carefully, and you’ll find that you have the whole essay mapped out.
