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Using Evidence (aka “Prove, Don’t Declare”)

1)   Review: Testing the thesis statement (see the “Thesis/Argument Assessment & Modification Strategies” handout, posted on Blackboard):
Does the thesis make a claim?

Is the thesis obviously true or a statement of fact?

Does the thesis restate conventional wisdom?

Is the thesis merely a personal conviction?

Is the thesis overly broad?  (Either generally or historically?)

Does the thesis moralize instead of analyze?

2)  Consider for each paragraph:


What does this have to do with the thesis statement?  How is it furthering/developing the 
argument?  Structurally, if two or more paragraphs can be reordered without ruining the 
development of the argument, then the paper is not done.  Does each paragraph “progress,” or

carefully show how one idea leads smoothly to the next?
3)  Consider the following structures when creating your paragraphs:

Definition, Background, Explanation:

· Start with a topic sentence that reflects/connects to #1 (above).

· Introduce a concept or claim from one of the texts that impacts your argument in some way; remember that evidence is not just used for “support,” but also to further, complicate, contradict, expand, develop, explain (etc.) your argument.

· Analyze that concept or claim, explaining explicitly what it has to do with what you are trying to prove.

· Provide some transition to the next paragraph; this can be smooth, logical, and subtle (clearly you’re using the ideas discussed in this paragraph to develop the next) or direct and structural (“understanding X allows us to . . .” or “I explain X in order to”; this latter method may get tedious, but it will help to clarify the paper’s structure).

Argument, Position, Case, Proof:

· Start with an original claim that must be argued or proven (remember that “to prove” here means to make a plausible case).

· Integrate a claim or concept from one of the texts, usually a direct quotation.  Keep this as concise as possible.

· Interpret/analyze that claim/concept explicitly -- never allow it to stand on its own.  Instead, directly explain to your reader your thinking about that material, and how it works within the framework of your own argument.

· Often: explain the significance of your interpretation.  What does it have to do with your thesis?  How does it move beyond the author?  How does it allow us to see your topic in a different light?

· Provide a transition to the next paragraph.

4)  In terms of the evidence itself, you’ll be primarily dealing with two different types.


Textual evidence: What do the authors say that support your case?  What does the author tell 
you?  What do they say to each other?  Are the concepts the authors discuss important to your 
case?  Are the claims themselves important to your case?  This is your main evidence.  [For 
instance: “Dorothy desires to go home because Auntie Em misses her; we know this because Em 
clutches her heart, a symbolic and physical expression of longing. Dorothy even says so herself: 
‘There’s no place like home.’”] 

“Logical” evidence:  What you know, and what you can assume your reader knows, can be 
used to argue your position.  What sort of general cultural knowledge can you use as evidence? 
Is common sense a factor?  The danger with logical evidence is that students tend to use overly 
broad or wholly conventional material: the key is to make certain that your evidence is specific.  
And if the evidence is “needless to say,” consider not using it, or making it extremely succinct. 
[For instance, “Dorothy desires to go home because ‘home’ traditionally represents comfort, 
family, and love: of course Dorothy wants to return to such a place after such a difficult,
harrowing journey.”]

� See David Rosenwasser and Jill Stephen’s Writing Analytically, “fixing weak thesis statements” for the first five questions.





