Effective Introductions

Your introduction is your reader’s first impression of your paper.  Whether he knows it or not, the reader has several questions in his mind: 

1) What is the paper about?

2) What specifics will be discussed within the general topic?

3) How is the material going to be organized?

4) What will be the overall style of the paper? 

You need to answer these questions in order to hold the attention of your reader.

A good introduction will do three things: 

1) establish a clear overall focus and purpose for the whole paper

2) specifically anticipate the major point of the paper in the order in which you will discuss them

3) set the general tone (e.g., formal or informal, humorous or serious) which you will use

A weak introduction may be one of the following types:

Abrupt—This introduction starts immediately with a subsidiary point without establishing an overall purpose for the discussion. At times such an introduction may be appropriate for a writer’s purpose, but you must be able to handle it skillfully.

Brief—Perhaps no more than a sentence or two, this introduction needs to be expanded to anticipate the full range of discussion in the paper. Usually, the longer a paper is, the more detailed the introduction should be.

General—This introduction starts from an unnecessarily large framework even though it may include specifics. It might begin with a cliché like “Since the dawn of civilization . . .”

Misleading—This introduction introduces points that you will not fully develop or perhaps not even mention again in the paper. Do not cheat a reader with false promises.

Vague—This introduction may mention the general topic, but it gives no particular direction or purpose for the paper and does not prepare for the specifics of the discussion.

Wordy—Avoid the “In this paper, I will . . .” type of introduction. Give attention to the content of the paper, not to the writer or the technique of presentation.

TIP: There is normally no need to start with a joke, an amusing anecdote, or a provocative question.

Effective Conclusions

The conclusion to a paper is your last chance at the reader and should be an answer to this question: What is the final, important idea that I want my reader to remember? Give the reader a final, central, sharp focus on the major emphasis of the paper.

TIPS:

A conclusion should conclude. Consider ending with an insight you gained while writing the essay. Leave the reader with something to think about, not a review of your thesis and layout of the paper. Answer this question: So what?

Do not have a discussion that seems like an afterthought having nothing to do with the previous discussion. A conclusion does not introduce a new idea that you will not fully develop in relation to your thesis.

A weak conclusion is likely to fall into one of the following categories:

Abrupt—The paper just stops on what seems to be a subsidiary point. The reader is likely to think he has lost the last page because you have concluded nothing.

Desperate—This kind of conclusion suggests that the writer has nothing more to say and has desperately realized he had to write a conclusion. A good writer, at least at the point of final revision, knows where he going and points everything toward a legitimate conclusion. If you know where you are going, you will recognize it when you get there. If you ever get desperate, consider the possibility that the last paragraph you wrote in the body might be the real conclusion.

General—This kind of conclusion goes beyond what is justified by the evidence and discussion within the paper; it may be true and valid, but you have not adequately prepared for or supported your ideas.

Summarizing—This kind of introduction is merely a repetition (often in a list form) of the major points made in the paper. This type is sometimes indicated by a phrase like, “In conclusion, it has been shown that . . .” A careful reader does not need a summary, and a careless reader does not deserve one. One way to present yourself well rhetorically is to have respect for your reader by assuming that he is a careful, thoughtful, intelligent person.

