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Keys to Writing College Essays 

Beginning to write an essay: Brainstorming, researching, outlining, and drafting 

 

If you’re a college or university student, it’s likely that you’ll have to write an essay or two (or twenty!) 

during your academic career. At first, this kind of task can seem overwhelming: “I can answer specific 

questions on this topic,” you might think. “I can even have an intelligent conversation about it. But if you 

ask me to sit by myself and fill a bunch of blank pages with my thoughts on this topic – that’s another 

story. Where do I even begin? How will I know whether I’ve said enough?” 

 

An overview of the steps (See p. 12 for a checklist) 

It helps to break down the essay-writing process into several steps. Note that you don’t begin writing 

the essay until you’ve completed the first few steps! 

In brief, the steps we’re going to recommend are as follows: 

1. Verify the expectations for the assigned essay: how long it needs to be, whether you are allowed 

to choose a topic, whether research is required (and what kind of research), whether you are 

meant to express your personal opinion, who the intended audience is, whether APA/MLA 

formatting is required, etc. (p. 2) 

2. Decide on the topic for your essay (if a topic hasn’t been assigned). (p. 2) 

3. Do some preliminary research to get a sense of the topic. (p. 2) 

4. Do some “mind-mapping” to get your ideas on paper. (p. 3) 

5. Based on your mind map, decide what you want to say about the topic: what is your position? 

(This is the thesis of your essay.) (p. 4) 

6. Tentatively decide how you will support your position: pick a few potential supporting 

arguments. (This will guide your research.) (p. 5) 

7. Perform some more detailed, thorough research to find convincing support for your position. (p. 

7) 

8. Modify your position, if needed, based on what you’ve learned in your research. (p. 8) 

9. Outline your essay: write your position on the topic (your thesis) at the top of the page; organize 

your supporting points in bullet form; pick the best order for your supporting arguments; 

indicate the evidence you’ll use to support each point. (p. 9) 

10. Write a first draft of your essay, based on your outline. (p. 10) 
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Step one: Verify expectations. 

This is fairly straightforward: know what your instructor expects. The kind of argument and research 

that make sense for a two-page paper are likely very different from those for a thirty-page research 

project!  

You also want to make sure you’re addressing the assignment your instructor has put to you: if she’s 

told you to “compare and contrast” two things, for example, you need to make sure your essay does just 

that. If you’re meant to defend a position, you need to make sure you do, in fact, defend it. 

You should also be prepared to document your sources and format your essay according to the required 

style (though you don’t have to worry about the details of this until a late draft of your essay). 

 

Step two: Choose a topic. 

Your essay needs a topic. Often, your instructor will tell you what the topic of the essay is meant to be. 

Note that a topic is not the same as a thesis statement: a topic is an area of study, while a thesis 

statement is more specific, and states a position on the topic. (More on thesis statements to come.) 

Say an imaginary student, Laura, is allowed to choose a topic for a four-page essay in her health class, 

which is meant to address a contemporary health issue. She chooses the following topic: 

 Lung cancer 

 

Step three: Do some preliminary research on your topic. 

Before you can come up with a position on your topic, you need to be familiar with it, and know which 

issues are important in a discussion of this topic in your field. 

Perhaps it’s a topic you’ve already discussed in class: if so, review your notes and your textbook to 

refresh your memory. Then, if necessary, do some basic, preliminary research to find out what others in 

your field are saying with respect to your topic. (You’ll do more research later, so don’t spend too much 

time on this step.)  

Keep in mind that not everything that comes up in a Google search (or even a library 

database search) about your topic will be relevant to you: think about the topic in the 

context of your class.  

For this step, Laura reviews her class notes on lung cancer, which describe the disease and suggest a link 

between smoking and lung cancer. She then goes on her computer and runs a few Google searches. She 

finds a lot of articles about the connection between smoking and lung cancer; some articles on other 

potential causes of lung cancer (like air pollutants); some arguments from people in the cigarette industry, 

Think! 
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claiming that cigarettes aren’t known to cause cancer; many articles describing or debating the 

appropriate treatment of lung cancer; some articles demanding funds in support of lung cancer research; 

and several personal testimonies of people who have had lung cancer. She doesn’t read all of these, but 

picks a few and skims them to get a sense of what people are saying. 

 

Step four: “Mind map”* to get your ideas on paper. 

Mind-mapping is an easy way to get your ideas out of your head and onto a page, so that you can then 

make decisions about what you want your essay to say. Write your topic in the middle of a blank page 

and put a circle around it. Then begin writing all your ideas for interesting things you could say about 

that topic in other circles on the page. Connect related ideas with lines. 

At this stage, don’t censor yourself. You’ll only be using a few of these ideas in your essay, but you’ll 

likely generate more ideas, and more interesting ones, if you let yourself write down anything and 

everything you can think of. 

* If you have another way of brainstorming that works for you, feel free to use it. We find this method 

helpful, however! 

Laura creates the following mind map, which captures most of her ideas regarding how to approach an 

essay about lung cancer: 
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Step five: Decide what you want to say about the topic. 

Now that you’ve done some brainstorming, it’s time to decide what you want to say about the topic in 

your essay. This is your thesis. You need to decide what your position is on the topic. Since a thesis is 

more specific than the overall topic, it shouldn’t address everything to do with the topic, but should 

make a statement about some aspect of the topic. 

Some students struggle to understand what a thesis statement is (and what it isn’t). 

In short, a thesis statement is a brief (one or two sentence) statement of your 

position on a topic around which some degree of reasonable controversy exists (or 

could exist). The thesis statement should be clearly stated (not vague or obscure), 

specific (not overly general), and relevant to your audience (not overly esoteric or 

hyper-specific). Your entire essay will be designed to support your thesis. 

For example, if your topic were “climate change,” “International cooperation will be required to reverse 

climate change” might be your thesis statement. 

Here are a few things a thesis statement is not: 

1. A topic. (For example, “Climate change” is not a thesis statement.) 

2. A statement of intent. (For example, the sentence, “This essay will discuss approaches to 

reversing climate change” does not state a position; it just tells the reader the essay will do.) 

3. A personal opinion. (It’s already implied that your thesis is your position; you don’t need to 

emphasize its subjectivity. For example, “I personally think climate change needs to be 

addressed at an international level” is not a good thesis statement.) 

4. A statement of fact. (For example, “Burning fossil fuels produces carbon dioxide” is not a good 

thesis statement. No reasonable person with any expertise in the field needs to be convinced 

that this is true.) 

5. A vague statement full of subjective or relative terms. (For example, “Climate change is a very 

important issue to lots of people” is not a good thesis statement. Important compared to what? 

To whom is it important? How many is “lots”?) 

6. A statement too general to be addressed satisfactorily in a given essay. (For example, in a four-

page college essay, it’s not likely that a student could hope to cover all the relevant information 

in a satisfying way with respect to a general statement like, “Climate change has many causes 

and effects.”) 

7. A claim that will seem totally unreasonable to someone in this field, or which will be very 

difficult to support with evidence. (For example, if your thesis statement is, “The best strategy 

for reversing climate change is to leave every refrigerator open for the next five years,” very few 

readers will be likely to take you seriously.) 

8. A claim that overstates the importance of a particular factor, or which states something in 

absolute terms when it should be expressed in relative terms. (For example, while the 

statement, “Climate change is caused by too many people driving cars,” will be a very difficult 

position to support – what about all the other factors? – the thesis statement, “Overreliance on 

What’s a 

thesis 

statement? 
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cars in developed countries may be a major factor contributing to climate change,” is much 

easier to support.) 

Try using qualifying words or phrases in your thesis statement to address this problem 

(e.g. “one of the most” instead of “the most”; “the most important” instead of “the 

only”; “frequently” instead of “always”; “it is likely” instead of “it is”; etc.). 

Remember that you can (and should!) rephrase (or even reverse) your position as you gather more 

evidence. Be open to changing your thesis statement if it turns out to be difficult to support. 

Our imaginary student Laura examines her mind map and decides she has lots of ideas that have to do 

with causes of lung cancer – specifically, with cigarette smoking as a major cause. She comes up with the 

following (tentative) thesis statement:  

Cigarette smoking is the most frequent cause of lung cancer. 

Laura likes this thesis statement, because it doesn’t make the claim that lung cancer is the only cause of 

lung cancer (which she knows she wouldn’t be able to prove); it just claims that it’s “the most frequent 

cause,” which she’s pretty sure will be backed up by her research. (Note that a lot of the points on her 

mind map have nothing to do with this, which is totally fine – she won’t be using the points about her 

uncle, lung cancer treatment, and survival rates in this particular essay.) 

 

Step six: Tentatively pick a few supporting arguments. 

Remember that every element of your essay’s design is intended to support your thesis. You need to 

present your reader with reasons to believe that your thesis is true (or at least reasonable). 

The number of supporting arguments you need will depend on the length of your essay and the 

complexity of your thesis statement. Ideally, you’ll have chosen a thesis statement with an appropriate 

level of complexity for the assignment (remember step one!), so you won’t have to squeeze a lot of 

supporting points into a short paper or try to stretch one or two supporting points over several pages. 

Note: You may previously have been told that you always need to find three main supporting 

arguments. This isn’t always the case, and often it doesn’t make sense. That being said, unless 

your instructor has told you otherwise, it’s usually a good idea to begin by aiming for three main 

supporting arguments. There’s a satisfying logic to an essay structure that implies, “Here are 

three good reasons to believe what I’m telling you.” 

Tip 
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If you developed your thesis from a mind map, you’ll likely be able to find ideas for 

supporting points in the mind map (since it was what first convinced you that your 

thesis was reasonable). Which points on your mind map were directly related to 

your thesis statement? (It almost definitely won’t be all of them.) Which ones, 

among these, present the best arguments in support of your thesis? 

If you’re wondering whether something is a supporting argument or not, see if it 

makes sense to fit it into this equation: 

[My supporting argument]; therefore, [my thesis statement]. 

For example, the following makes sense: 

Carbon emissions from industry travel into the atmosphere and affect climate around the world; 

therefore, international cooperation will be required to reverse climate change. 

Based on this evidence, “Carbon emissions from industry travel into the atmosphere and affect climate 

around the world” would make a good supporting argument for this student’s paper.  

This, on the other hand, does not make sense: 

China has a very strong economy; therefore, international cooperation will be required to reverse 

climate change. 

What does China’s economy have to do with climate change and international cooperation? It’s not 

clear. The student might rephrase his or her supporting argument to say, “China’s huge industrial sector 

is a major contributor of carbon emissions on a global scale, and this is unlikely to change without 

international pressure.” This is clearly related to the overall thesis for the paper, and demonstrates why 

the thesis makes sense. 

Our imaginary student Laura looks back at her mind map and picks the following three (tentative) 

supporting arguments for her thesis statement: 

1. Decades of scientific research suggest that smoking cigarettes is a very common cause of lung 

cancer. 

2. While there are other causes of lung cancer (e.g. environmental factors, genetics), in only a 

minority of lung cancer cases are these the primary cause. 

3. Although cigarette companies claim that there is no conclusive evidence that cigarettes are 

responsible for most lung cancer cases, their argument is not well supported. 

Laura knows that she can modify these points if her research shows them to be implausible. 

 

  

How do I judge 

whether my 

supporting 

argument is 

appropriate? 
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Step seven: Perform sufficient research to support each of your supporting arguments. 

Just like the overall thesis for your paper needs to be supported by supporting arguments, each 

supporting argument needs to be backed up by convincing evidence. You can think of it like this: 

 

Each arrow indicates that the contents of the box below are used in support of the box above. 

If your essay requires research, now’s the time to do it. You’ve already done some preliminary research 

on your topic, so if you think some of that research will be useful in backing up your supporting 

arguments, feel free to use it. Regardless, you’ll probably need to do some more research to find 

enough appropriate evidence. 

Where you find your evidence depends entirely on what kind of essay you’re writing. You may need to 

search library databases for scholarly articles. You may need to take out books from the library. You may 

need to read media reports or look at advertisements or conduct interviews. Make sure that the 

research you do makes sense for the type of essay you’re writing. 

A few tips for database searches 

 You might want to begin by searching for “key terms” or “subject” words, rather than titles 

or authors.  

 Choose key terms from your supporting argument or thesis statement when you run your 

search.  

 If you find a particularly useful article, see if the authors reference the sources they used: 

these sources might also be very useful to your argument, if you can find them. (You could 

also look up whether these same authors have written other papers on the topic.) 

 If you’re struggling to get useful results from a database search, ask a librarian for help. 

Librarians are research experts! 

Remember to keep very thorough notes on your research (i.e. why each item is useful, where it came 

from, etc.). If you don’t, you might have forgotten why you bookmarked a particular article by the time 

you begin writing your essay outline. Make sure you’ll be able to cite each source correctly when it 

comes time to write your references page. Organize your research based on which of your supporting 

arguments each item corresponds to. 



Learning Centre – Cambrian College, 2014                    8 

 

A note on essay writing as an “iterative process” 

Your research may make you realize that your supporting arguments – or even your overall thesis 

– isn’t true (or will at least be very hard to support). That’s fine! You just have to be willing to 

fine-tune your arguments as you work. For this reason, essay writing is considered an iterative 

process: this means that you begin with a tentative idea of what you want to say; then you see 

whether you can find evidence for this argument; then, based on this evidence, you go back and 

modify your argument; then you do more research to support your modified argument… and 

keep cycling back and forth as needed, until you have a strong argument with plenty of good 

research to support it. 

Our imaginary student Laura performs some searches on the library database. She finds a lot of scholarly 

articles on the connection between smoking and lung cancer, which she can use to back up her first and 

third supporting arguments. She finds articles on other causes of lung cancer, as well as useful statistics 

on causes of lung cancer from Health Canada, which indicate the likely causes of lung cancer and the 

importance of each – these will be useful for both her first and second supporting arguments.  

She also finds statements from cigarette companies on the internet, as well as the studies funded by 

cigarette companies that, according to these statements, show that there isn’t necessarily a strong 

connection between lung cancer and smoking. She makes sure that she can find scholarly articles and 

statements from scientists or doctors that directly contradict these claims. This will be in support of her 

third supporting argument. 

 

Step eight: Modify your argument, if necessary, based on your research. 

As stated above, you may realize, based on your research, that you need to change your supporting 

points or even your essay’s overall thesis statement. Before you panic, realize that this may simply be a 

matter of qualifying your argument: perhaps you could make it apply only in a specific context (“In North 

America,” “since the 1960s,” “if the child has no oher illness,” etc.), or say that this is true in most cases 

instead of all cases. 

Regardless of the changes you make, realize that changing a supporting argument may require you to 

change your thesis statement, and vice versa. If you need to do more research as a result of these 

changes, you should do so now. 

Imaginary student Laura has realized that almost all her articles deal with either European or North 

American studies, and that her statistics are from Health Canada. With this in mind, she decides to modify 

her thesis statement to say: 

Cigarette smoking is the most frequent cause of lung cancer in Canada. 

She then goes back to make sure that she isn’t relying too much on research from outside of Canada. 

Thankfully, a lot of the studies she’s found are from Canadian researchers. Other articles, on how 

cigarette smoking causes cancer, she thinks she can use regardless of whether they’re Canadian or not, 

since they should be true in all cases. 
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Step nine: Outline your essay. 

This step would have seemed overwhelming if we’d done it first – but at this point, it should be fairly 

straightforward! You have all the pieces; now it’s time to decide how they fit together. 

Write your thesis statement at the top of your page. Then, in bullet form, write your main supporting 

arguments underneath it, leaving space to insert the evidence and explanations that will back up each 

argument. Divide up your evidence according to which argument it will support. Make sure you don’t 

just write the name of a study, but write out what the meaning of this evidence is, in the context of your 

essay. (So, “Linden and Woo study (2011) shows that Chinese industry emissions are changing weather 

patterns in Sweden,” rather than just “Study on Chinese industry emissions.”) This will make the next 

step (writing a first draft) much easier. 

Your outline should look something like this: 

Thesis statement 

1. Supporting argument #1 

a. Evidence/explanation 

b. Evidence/explanation 

c. Evidence/explanation 

2. Supporting argument #2 

a. Evidence/explanation 

b. Evidence/explanation 

c. Evidence/explanation 

3. Supporting argument #3 

a. Evidence/explanation 

b. Evidence/explanation 

c. Evidence/explanation 

This is a good time to reflect on whether the order of your arguments makes sense. This is really up to 

your judgement. Some writers think that the strongest argument should always be the last one. Ideally, 

however, all your arguments will be very convincing. Sometimes there are logical reasons why one 

argument needs to come after another: if one argument anticipates potential criticism, this argument 

probably needs to come after you’ve presented the point that would provoke that criticism. Think about 

how you’ll transition between arguments in your essay – which transitions seem the most logical? 

Imaginary student Laura decides to re-order her supporting arguments: after she writes her introduction, 

she’ll begin by presenting the claims of cigarette companies and explaining why they’re not reasonable. In 

that way, she thinks, her other two arguments can operate in the context of further “disproving” those 

claims in her reader’s mind, even if she doesn’t explicitly state that this is so. 
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Step ten: Write a first draft of the essay. 

Finally, you’re ready to write a draft of your essay! What at first might have seemed overwhelming 

should now seem like a fairly manageable task. 

For the most part, this stage involves putting everything in your outline into sentence and paragraph 

form. Typically, each supporting argument will form a paragraph in the essay, plus you’ll add an 

introduction at the beginning and a conclusion at the end. In some cases, a supporting argument might 

require more than one paragraph: think about whether this will be true before you start your draft, but 

remember that  you can always change your mind when you revise your essay. 

Since this is just the first draft, and you’ll be able to revise it later, don’t spend too much time worrying 

about how to start. If it helps, think of your opening sentence as the beginning of a conversation. How 

would you strike up a conversation with someone in your field (say, your instructor, or a colleague) on 

this topic?  

Introduction 

The opening sentence will be more general than your thesis, but never so general that it’s effectively 

pointless. (For example, “Since the dawn of time, humankind has had to contend with changes in its 

natural environment” is not a good opening sentence. You would probably feel pretty silly saying that to 

your instructor.) That being said – at this point, if writing something silly helps you get started, go ahead! 

Just remember to delete it before you hand in your paper. 

Get through your introduction paragraph fairly quickly – it shouldn’t be more than five or six sentences. 

Besides, you’ll revise it later. Just provide a bit of background for your argument: What’s the context for 

your claim? Why do you care (and why should your reader care) about this argument? You can also 

allude to your supporting arguments (listing them briefly) – do this either in your thesis statement itself, 

or in a sentence that immediately follows it. 

Essay body – supporting arguments 

When you’re writing your supporting arguments as paragraphs, remember that the supporting 

argument (which you’ve already written out in sentence form) is the topic sentence for each paragraph. 

That doesn’t necessarily mean that it will always be the first sentence: sometimes you’ll need a 

transitional sentence to guide your reader logically from the previous argument into the current one. 

Other times, perhaps it will make more sense to make the topic sentence the final sentence in the 

paragraph. Regardless, don’t be afraid to make grammatical changes to your topic sentence in order to 

make the paragraph fit together logically. Whatever you do, it needs to be clear that all the evidence 

and explanation in your paragraph directly relates to the topic sentence (i.e. your supporting argument), 

and that this all relates back to your overall thesis. 
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Conclusion 

Your conclusion should help your reader remember the main points of the argument, and remind them 

of the argument’s “conclusion” – in other words, your thesis. The conclusion shouldn’t bring in brand 

new information, but neither should it be simply a restatement of things you’ve already said. Ideally, 

you might find a way to sum up your argument and emphasize to your reader why this issue is so 

important. 

 

Look for other Learning Centre handouts on Keys to Writing College Essays. 

 Writing excellent introductions 

 Revising and editing your first draft 

 What instructors look for in essays 
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Task checklist for starting your essay 

 Verify the expectations for the assigned essay. Answer the following questions for yourself, as 

needed: 

 How long does the essay need to be?  

 Am I allowed to choose a topic? 

 What kind of research is required (if any)? 

 Am I supposed to express my personal opinion?  

 Who is my intended audience? 

 Does my instructor require a specific type of formatting (MLA, APA)? 

 Decide on the topic for your essay (if a topic hasn’t been assigned). 

 Do some preliminary research to get a sense of the topic. 

 Do some “mind-mapping” (or other brainstorming activity) to get your ideas about this topic on 

paper. 

 Based on your mind map, come up with a thesis statement (more specific than the topic), which 

makes a clear, reasonable and interesting claim about some aspect of the topic. 

 Tentatively decide how you will support your position: pick a few potential supporting 

arguments. 

 Perform some more detailed, thorough research to find convincing support for your position. 

 Modify your position, if needed, based on what you’ve learned in your research. 

 Outline your essay. 

 Write your position on the topic (your thesis) at the top of the page.  

 Organize your supporting points in bullet form.  

 Pick the best order for your supporting arguments. 

 Indicate the evidence you’ll use to support each point. 

 Write a first draft of your essay, based on your outline. 

 Include an introduction. 

 Include supporting points as separate paragraphs in the body of your essay. 

 Include a conclusion. 


