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Composition Metaphor: “Training” the Writing Mind

If your brain works anything like mine, it may help you to visualize a concept or idea that you are trying to learn.  With that in mind, here is a metaphor that will hopefully assist you in writing a well-crafted essay.

Pardon the cheesiness.

(1) The thesis of a paper ought to lay out the tracks and provide the fuel for the rest of the paper.  

· The thesis is a mini-paper. It should cover all of the major content of a paper.

· “Remember that ultimately you want your thesis to guide your readers rather than confuse them by promising an essay they can’t find as they read on” (pg. 35).
  Hence, the tracks and fuel.

· Your thesis is the most important part of your paper. Make sure that your thesis is exactly what you want to say and that it directly addresses the essay prompt.

(2) A topic sentence is a thesis for a paragraph; consequently, topic sentences are the wheels of the train cars.

· “A paragraph must stick to its announced subject; it must not drift away into another discussion.  In other words, a good paragraph has unity” (pg. 71).

(3) The supporting details in each paragraph are the contents of each train car.

· “Each paragraph in the body usually presents and develops one main point” (emphasis mine – pg. 51). Don’t put the snakes in the passenger car. Snakes on a train!

· How many snakes or people? How many sentences in a paragraph?  “… paragraphs should be long enough to accomplish their purpose and short enough to be interesting” (pg. 69).

(4) The organization of a paper should unfold the paper’s argument in a logical direction; it should NOT be like a runaway train jumping the tracks.

· “The burden of communicating your thoughts falls on you, not the reader, who is under no obligation to struggle through confused, unclear prose…” (emphasis mine – pg. 4).
(5) Transitional sentences are the couplings that hold the train cars (paragraphs) together.

· “In addition to unity, coherence is essential to a good [paper].  Coherence means that all the sentences and ideas in your [paper] flow together to make a clear, logical point about your topic” (pg. 76).

(6) The introduction of a paper is like the engine of a train: it previews the topic (headlight) and contains the thesis (fuel/power).

· “The beginning of your essay, then, must catch the readers’ attention and make them want to keep reading…you must pay particular attention to making those first lines especially interesting and well written” (pg. 89).

(7) The conclusion to a paper is like the rear engine of a train: it concludes discussion of the topic and reviews where the paper has gone (follows the same tracks) and continues to push the paper along.

· “[A paper] should have a satisfying conclusion, one that gives the reader a sense of completion on the topic” (pg. 94).

· Just as the rear engine follows the train on the exact same track, your conclusion should directly relate to your paper and push your argument along.

· Just as the rear engine resembles the first engine, your conclusion should resemble your introduction and result in a unified and cyclical paper.

Thoughts to remember

· Notice the order of these tips. I suggest that you write your essays following a similar order.

· These writing tips work well for both research papers and essays.

· Writing is work. If you wait for the lightning bolt of inspiration to strike, you will likely be waiting while the deadline passes you by. Instead, sit and write, jotting down sentences and thoughts, deleting, rewording and organizing all the while chugging away like the Little Engine that Could.

� All quotes come from Steps to Writing Well, 1999.





