
ESSAY ADVICE 
 
   
TIPS ON WRITING A HISTORY ESSAY 
 
What’s the basic structure of a history essay? You need an introduction, body and conclusion. To quote my 
father, “First, you tell them what you’re going to tell them. Then you tell them. Then you tell them what 
you told them.” 
 
INTRODUCTION 
The introductory paragraph outlines the argument of your essay. It requires a thesis statement that declares 
your informed opinion, based on a close reading of primary and secondary sources, of the historical 
question being investigated. A strong introduction indicates to the reader exactly what to expect in the 
coming paragraphs: that is, not only what you will be arguing, but how you will be arguing it. 
 
BODY 
Each paragraph should make a separate point that supports your thesis statement. The paragraphs should 
connect to each other in a logical fashion; your argument should develop towards a conclusion, not just be a 
random collection of points. Remember: all paragraphs must be connected in some way to your thesis 
statement! The body incorporates historical evidence to support your thesis statement. It is neither a long, 
ranting personal opinion, nor a lengthy laundry list of historical events. Avoid unnecessary jargon and 
irrelevant facts. Avoid opinionated statements that aren’t substantiated with historical evidence. Avoid the 
first and second person. Avoid contractions. Avoid the passive voice. 
 
CONCLUSION 
The final paragraph is a summary of your argument. Briefly restate your main points and state how they 
support your thesis statement.  
 
Plagiarism is a serious offense in university and the work world. Journalists have lost their jobs and 
students have been expelled from universities for failure to cite their sources. Remember that not only do 
you have to cite sources for direct quotations, but also for information and ideas. Better too many citations 
than too few! 
 
Citation in history follows the Chicago Manual of Style (footnotes) - unlike English, which uses MLA 
(parenthetical notation). Your list of works cited (which ONLY includes books CITED in your essay) must 
also be in this format. See the Chicago Manual of Style online for details. 
  
Please also consult the following websites: 
Bowdoin College gives a detailed description of proper argumentation in a history essay, helpful advice on 
how to construct a thesis statement and introductory paragraph, and a useful list of common stylistic and 
grammatical errors to avoid. 
The University of Toronto provides suggestions on avoiding plagiarism, as does Purdue University. 
 
  
ESSAY CHECKLIST 
Adapted from: 
Michael Meyer, The Little, Brown Guide to Writing Research Papers 
(Boston & Toronto: Little, Brown and Co., 1985) 
 
Is the thesis clear? 
Is there sufficient evidence to support the thesis? 
Is all evidence related to the thesis? 
Does the argument develop logically? 
Are paragraphs well organized? 



Are all sources of words, facts and ideas cited? 
Are footnotes and bibliography in the correct format? 
Is the introduction interesting and informative? 
Are quotations used sparingly and to good effect? 
Is the tone appropriate to the subject and audience? 
Is the point of view (he, she, you, one) consistent? 
Are verb tenses consistent? 
Does the conclusion provide an effective ending? 
Does the title engage and inform the reader? 
Does each paragraph develop logically? 
Does each paragraph have a topic sentence? 
Does each paragraph's topic sentence relate to the thesis? 
Have paragraphs that are too short or undeveloped been avoided? 
Have overly lengthy paragraphs been avoided? 
Are there smooth transitions between paragraphs? 
Does each paragraph in its entirety relate to its topic sentence? 
Are sentences varied in length? 
Are sentences clear and complete? 
Have run-on sentences and sentence fragments been avoided? 
Is punctuation used correctly? 
Do sentences avoid being either wordy or vague? 
Are words used correctly? 
Are words spelled correctly? 
Have slang, jargon and overly technical words been avoided? 
Have contractions been avoided? 
Have the use of the first and second person been avoided? 
 


