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This document outlines basic expectations for graduate writing in my classes. I don’t expect you to have 

these customs mastered at course start, but you are expected to practice and exercise them in course 

writing. Becoming a better writer is a lifetime effort – I hope these expectations aid you in that pursuit. 

1. Follow the prompt. Any task, whether it is a course assignment or a professional project, has a specific 

task. Before you begin writing, make sure you understand your responsibility and how to complete it. Do 

not get side-tracked with peripheral information or arguments – stick to and fulfill the task as outlined in 

the prompt. 

2. Structure. An effectively structured paper facilitates reader comprehension, simultaneously 

strengthening your argument and exhibiting craftsmanship. Pay attention to the structure of every 

element, from the paper overall to each individual sentence. 

An appropriately structured paper has an introduction, a body, and a conclusion: 

Introductions acquaint the reader with your topic and indicate the purpose and argument (thesis) of the paper. 

The introduction should situate the topic in a broader context, indicating why it is worth attention, and define 

key terms. 

Subsequent sections and paragraphs should build on and support the paper’s thesis. Information should be 

presented in a logical order such that readers are not required to read ahead or return to previous parts of 

the paper to understand a message. 

Structural devices such as headings and subheadings provide guideposts for readers that signal paper content 

and flow. Bullet points and numbered lists can help simplify and synthesize information, especially in memo 

assignments, but should be used sparingly and selectively in essay-style papers (e.g. in the case of a list). 

Conclusions reiterate the paper thesis and review the central arguments made in support of the thesis. No 

new information should be presented in a conclusion. 

STRUCTURAL TIPS 

Paragraph structure  
A paragraph generally features one topic, indicated by a topic sentence. Paragraphs of fewer than three 

sentences signal an incomplete idea; they likely require further explanation or elaboration, or the sentences 

may need to be merged with a surrounding paragraph. Paragraphs of more than six or seven sentences 

should be broken into two or more paragraphs. 

Sentence structure 
Strive for simple and concise sentences. Avoid complex sentence structures that are overly taxing on readers 

(e.g. compound-complex sentences). Sentences that exceed three page lines usually contain multiple 

messages; consider cutting these into two or more sentences. 
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3. Tables and figures. Tables and figures can be excellent ways of illustrating concepts or summarizing 

information. Tables and figures should have descriptive titles such that a reader understands what 

a table or figure displays without reading the paper text. Reference and explain tables and figures in 

the paper text. 

4. Language. Effective language exhibits formal tone and word choice, and keeps overly technical 

jargon to a minimum. Key terms should be defined, and colloquialisms and “wordiness” avoided. 

Strive to make statements formal, concise, and easy to understand. 

5. Sources. Citing a credible source goes beyond attributing ideas appropriately – it provides authority 

to your analysis and strengthens your thesis. General knowledge (e.g. “The world is flat”) does not 

need citation support, but more specific facts or claims do. Seek out the most credible sources such 

that reading the reference list inspires the reader’s confidence in your analysis.  

6. Quotations. Direct quotations are an effective way of highlighting important information, providing 

strong evidence of a claim, or illustrating a point. They lose their effectiveness, however, if overused, 

and overreliance on direct quotes signals a lack of familiarity with the material or inability to 

synthesize it. Use them sparingly. A paper should generally not average more than a direct quote 

every couple of pages, and probably less. Instead of using direct quotes, paraphrase the source’s 

argument or claim, synthesizing it with your writing.  

Longer direct quotes should be used even more sparingly, and generally avoided. If a long quote 

(over three page lines) is used, it should be indented (see a writing style guide for more detail). 

7. Citations and referencing. This class requires you to use American Psychological Association (APA) 

guidelines when citing a source. APA style is not intuitive, but it is formulaic. Obvious errors in 

following APA citation and reference guidelines indicate a lack of attention and effort.  

8. Proofread. Spelling errors should be extremely rare or nonexistent in graduate writing assignments. 

Allow yourself enough time for a couple of good proofreads before turning in an assignment. Better 

yet, ask someone else to also proofread your paper. 

LANGUAGE TIPS 

Personal pronouns  
Guidance varies considerably when it comes to the use of personal pronouns. In writing for my classes, first 

person singular (i.e. references to “I” and “me”) should be used sparingly. Draw the reader’s attention to the 

subject at hand, rather than distracting her with excessive self-references. First person plural (“we” and “us”) 

should be avoided. Exceptions may be made in the case of personal reflection exercises or assignments.  

“This paper will…”   
Writing will usually take the present or past tense, except when forecasting a future event or consequence. Do 

not use the future tense in introductions (e.g. “This paper will first...”). By the time a reader is reading the paper, 

it has already done these things. 

“Pubic administration” and “policy asses”   
Do not rely on spell check to catch all writing errors. In this class, it will likely lead to pubic administration and 

policy asses. Proofread. 


