Principles for Writing Clear Essays

Word Choice and Order — Is the meaning of a sentence clear and easy to understand after reading
it just once?

- Avoid obscure words — Someone with secondary education should not need to look up
the words in your essay. Think about explaining this to a friend who doesn’t study
political science.

- Carefully consider pronouns — Is it clear to whom or what the she/he/it in your sentence
refers?

- Avoid too much repetition in words and phrases — We all have words and phrases that we
repeat too much. They become annoying to readers. Vary your word choices, especially
within the same paragraph. However, be careful when selecting synonyms that they
actually are synonyms.

- Double and triple check for awkward phrasing.

0 Read your essay out loud to make sure every sentence flows naturally. If it’s
awkward to say it, it’s awkward to read it.

0 Set your finished text aside for at least a couple hours (ideally overnight). Re-read
it to be sure it is as clear as you originally thought.

Structure — Is your essay set up in a logical way, with one idea connecting to the next?
- Use paragraphs appropriately.
o Paragraphs are the short, substantive building blocks of a text.
o0 Each should have one very clear thesis statement. The rest of the paragraph
should support this statement.
- Use transitions.
0 Use them between paragraphs.
0 Use them between sentences.
o It’s difficult to use too many transitions. If it’s not clear how one idea connects to
the next, add a transition word, phrase, or sentence.
- Bring essays to a logical close — Don’t leave your reader hanging. “In conclusion” and
“finally” are a bit lazy but can be used in a pinch. (“Finally” is typically OK if you are
bringing a list to a close.)



