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About this Workshop Series 
 

Strong academic writing does not typically 
develop “naturally”; rather, it is an acquired skill 
that all college students must learn. Even the 
most skillful writers will have room for 
improvement. This workshop series thus aims to 
break down the writing process into key focus 
areas for improvement. By following these tips 
and techniques, you can become a more effective 
writer, whatever your level. 

 



Approaching Writing 
 

First, we must recognize academic writing as a 
Process. Strong essays cannot be written 
overnight! Be sure to schedule in time for: 

• Pre-writing – brainstorm words or phrases, free 
write for 5 minutes, create a thought cluster, etc. 

• Planning – create a thesis, assemble evidence, 
create an outline 

• Practice – draft, edit, & repeat! 

 



The Purpose of  Drafting 

 Drafting & revising are as important as 
brainstorming & outlining; they help add finesse 
to your final product 

 Revising vs. Editing or Proof-Reading – revising 
is more thorough than simply skimming for 
typos and grammatical errors; it takes into 
account argument, organization, and 
clarity, as well as sentence-level errors. 



Getting Started 

 Reading essay aloud – to start, read your essay 
aloud in order to catch common typos 

 Peer Review – next, ask for feedback from a 
classmate who has read the material & 
understands the prompt 

 In-Person Tutoring – visit the Academic Support 
Center for free writing tutoring Monday - Friday 

 Online Tutoring - available 24/7, free of cost via 
SMARTHINKING (accessible under your 
Blackboard course tools) 



What to look for 

 Clarity of Argument 
 Structure of Ideas  
 Structure of Sentences 
Use of Punctuation 
Narrative Voice 
 



Clarity of  Argument 

Does your essay address the question(s) posed in 
the prompt? 

 Tip: Highlight your thesis sentence(s) and 
compare to the prompt.  

 Try the Magic Sentence: 

 By examining (HOW),  

 we can see (WHAT),  

 which shows (WHY) 



Magic Sentence (cont.) 
 

A thorough thesis usually tells us: 
◦ Something declarative. It asserts or makes a 

claim about an author, a book, an issue, etc. It 
answers the question “What about this text?” 

◦ The evidence. It answers the question “How do 
I know this is true?” 

◦ The significance. Answers the question “Why 
does this matter?” 



You try it! 
 

 By examining (HOW), we can see 
(WHAT), which shows (WHY) 

 

 By examining diction, imagery, and tone, we can 
see that the poem contends that childhood is as 
fleeting as spring. This shows us that innocence 
is easily corrupted in the world we live in. 



Structure of  Ideas 

 Thesis statement is a roadmap  

 Reverse Outlining - write down  

 the main idea of each body paragraph in the 
margins to see if it aligns with your road map 

 Underline all topic sentences. Are they 
broad enough to capture all ideas expressed 
in the paragraph? Do you mention ideas that 
you do not explore? 



Transitioning Ideas 
 It is your job to tell the reader how ideas relate to 

each other 
 Transitional phrases can be used in topic 

sentences & within body paragraphs to link ideas. 
◦ Ex: in addition, however, on the other hand, similarly, 

unlike, therefore, furthermore, consequently, by 
contrast, etc 

 Paragraph hooks link paragraphs by repeating 
or echoing an idea from a topic sentence 
◦ Ex: In addition to the spring imagery, the poem’s 

ominous tone creates… 



Structure of  Sentences 
Carefully read for the following: 

 Fragment Sentences: contain an incomplete 
thought, as it may be missing a verb or subject.  

 Run-On Sentences: a sentence that contains 
multiple ideas, and is usually  

 pieced together with multiple  

 conjunctions (such as “and”)  

 and/or with multiple commas 

 



Other Red Flags 
Watch for these other common 
sentence-level problems: 
 Subject-verb agreement  
 Dangling modifiers  
 Unclear pronouns 
 Excessive comma usage 
 Verb tense consistency 

 
*To review grammatical concepts, visit Purdue 

University’s comprehensive Online Writing Lab* 

http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/section/1/5/


Proper Use of  Punctuation 
Use sparingly: 

◦ Parenthesis - should be used to clarify 
information 

◦ Em-Dashes - like parenthesis, can be used to 
set apart non-essential information 

◦ Exclamation marks 

Use wisely: 
◦ Semicolons 

◦ Commas 



Comma Use & Abuse 
 When using a transitional phrase  

(In addition, …) 

 When listing items 
(using spring imagery, an ominous tone, …) 

 When adding “extra” information, or to  
“sandwich” a dependent clause  
(our neighbor, who recently moved in, ….) 

 Before a conjunction word or phrase 
(We wanted to leave, but his sister had just arrived…)  

 

 



Editing for Passive Voice 

 For analytical writing that is clear, declarative, 
and straightforward, active voice is preferred.  

 Passive voice implies that an action was done by 
some named or unnamed actor.  

 Compare: 
“It can be said that To Kill a Mockingbird was one of 
the most important public statements on race relations 
in the 20th century” 

vs. 
“To Kill a Mockingbird made one of the most important 
public statements on race relations in the 20th century” 



How to find Passive Voice 

 Circle all forms of the verb “to be” that are 
linked to verbs 
◦ Was, were, have been, has been, had been, 

were being, was being, is being, are being, will 
have been 

 Look for “by” phrases 
◦ The girl was bitten by the dog 
   vs. 
◦ The dog bit the girl 



Thank you! 

Want more on this topic? Ready to work 

with a writing tutor?  
 

Contact the Academic Support Center at: 
 

Building 32, Suite B-103 

asc@udc.edu 

202-274-5938 

mailto:asc@udc.edu

