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Always construct an outline for yourself. At first glance, it may seem that this will be time-consuming. Closer inspection, I assure you, proves that you will save time by having a clear sense of the direction of each paragraph as you write. In your outline, you need not include information about the conclusion. Your conclusion should take form in your mind as you write – it purports to represent, after all, a synthesis of your preceding arguments. A proper outline should include a thesis statement, and three or more major points, which will constitute the body paragraphs of your essay.   

Introduction:

Your first sentence must be an example of your strongest writing. It need not be complicated – in fact, better that it not be. Be sure to spell the author’s name and the title of the work correctly. A first sentence is like a first impression: should it be weak, countless subsequent strengths will be needed to compensate. 

One of the sentences in your first paragraph should be your thesis statement, which should work toward reducing the scope of the essay question to fit the length and specificity of your particular assignment. A thesis statement must give the reader a clear sense of the direction of the essay. It can often help, if you plan on writing a five-paragraph essay to have a tri-partite thesis statement (i.e. “Gatsby’s demise is precipitated by his belief in the American dream, his corruption in its pursuit, and his love for Daisy.”) In this example, the content of your three body paragraphs is logically determined by the thesis, and is clear for the reader to anticipate. 

Body Paragraph:

A strong body paragraph starts with a strong topic sentence. Any sentence not predicted by the topic sentence is off-topic and should be omitted. As such, topic sentences are the very ballasts of your essay’s logical structure. Following the thesis statement above, one may begin a body paragraph with the remark: “Gatsby’s unwavering belief in the American dream encourages him to ignore the determining role that the past plays in the present.” Such a topic sentence would allow you to argue, thereafter, that Gatsby’s self-invention (examples could include his list of general resolves, his adoption of a new last name, his dubious history as an “Oggsford man” – again, three sharp examples is a good guideline) leads to his demise. 
Subsequent topic sentences should feature a transition – an integration, that is, of the content of the preceding paragraph. Using the above example, you may begin your next paragraph as follows: “Gatsby’s disregard for the past includes an unwillingness to acknowledge the legitimacy of Daisy’s marriage to Tom Buchanan.”

Conclusion:

A conclusion should restate your hypothesis in light of the evidence that you have provided in your body paragraphs. That is to say, the restatement should not be literal (you must choose different words); it should synthesize, and therefore include, the evidence that you have established throughout the essay. Do not merely summarize; do not introduce any major new evidence; do not quote at length from the text. If you are tempted to use the conclusion to make of your specific argument a broader commentary on the text, be careful to avoid unsubstantiated logical leaps. Even your claims in the conclusion must be proven, at least implicitly, by evidence in your essay. 

A list of common errors:

1) The inexpert reader: do not write as though your reader has not read the text. You need not explain publication circumstances, the plot of the story, nor general themes that provide a context for the story. Should you choose to include such details, it is in your best interest to be as concise and direct as possible.  
2) Uneconomical language: often, economy is directly proportional to eloquence. Waste not a word in a sentence, a sentence in a paragraph, a paragraph in an essay. 
3) Repetition: never repeat anything that you have already stated. It both insults the reader and detracts from the linear, sequential flow of your essay. Make your statements as strong and precise as they can be the first time.
4) Explicit vs. implicit statements: you need not explain in direct terms what is clearly implicit in your writing (i.e., if you write that “Oedipus’ tragic flaw leads to his demise,” you need not follow it with “his demise is his exile from Thebes and his death at Colonus.”) Also, you never need to follow a quote with a phrase such as “this quote shows.” This is always implied in a sentence directly following a quote.    
5) The historical present tense:  When describing the action of a story or the author’s composition of a story, use the present tense, even when you describe actions in the past. This is the preferred tense of literary scholarship for two reasons. First, it demonstrates your respect for the author and your humility as the reader. Oedipus does not act in the past tense simply because you have read the story; for generations of readers to come, he will continue to act in the present. Second, starting the action in the present tense allows you to keep the verb tenses simple when expressing past action is necessary (i.e. you transition from the simple tenses, Oedipus takes to took, rather than Oedipus took to had taken).    
6) Avoid colloquialisms: though the tone of your essay should reflect your personal voice, there are certain elements of speech forbidden in a formal essay. Never abbreviate: “don’t” should always be “do not” in an essay. Be careful about verbs which take an infinitive: “try to” is the correct written form of the casually spoken phrase “try and” (i.e. “try to fly” vs. “try and fly”).  
7) Clauses: a comma must follow any dependent clause preceding the main clause (i.e. “When Gatsby looks across the sound, he sees the green light at the end of Daisy’s dock.”).
8) Run-on sentences: Avoid run-on sentences by using the gerundive. Instead of writing, “Gatsby follows Daisy to Long Island and becomes a bootlegger to pay for his house on West Egg,” write, “Gatsby follows Daisy to Long Island, becoming a bootlegger to pay for his house on West Egg.”
9) Comma-splice: avoid sentences in which the two main clauses are connected by a comma, but not by a conjunction (i.e. “Gatsby fell in love with Daisy, he moved to Long Island.”) You may correct this with a conjunction (“Gatsby fell in love with Daisy, so he moved to Long Island”), or with a semi-colon (“Gatsby fell in love with Daisy; he moved to Long Island.”) 
10) Integration of quotes: a quote from the text is not itself a valid sentence. You must use one of the following forms:

Gatsby says, “…”

Fitzgerald writes, “…”

Gatsby denies his past: “…[here you would insert his quote]”


You may never use a semi-colon to introduce a quote.

11) “In conclusion”/ “Overall”: never use these phrases or any like them, either in your conclusion or elsewhere. You should imply that your essay is coming to a conclusion, but should never state it explicitly.  
