	Professorly Picky’s  
 “A Series of Unfortunate Occurrences”


1)       Lack of a strong thesis that is original, complex, and arguable.  You must say something that isn’t being directly or literally conveyed by the text itself, that hasn’t been offered in class, that isn’t an obvious fact, and that a reasonably informed reader might argue with.  That means that you have to assert something more than that a piece of writing is “interesting,” “exceptional,” “historical,” “important,” or makes use of “literary devices.”  All of these things are obvious and true of everything that we read.  You have to tell me something different about these texts that will provoke my interest (whether in agreement or disagreement).  
2)       Generalized introductions or commentary.  Don’t talk about what “people,” or “society,” or some hypothetical “one,” does or thinks or feels, talk about what this text and this author does, thinks, or feels.  Your intro paragraph should jump directly into your argument, without any general preface, theory, or speculations.  You don’t have enough information before you to legitimize such statements, so stick to what you can actually cite and argue about to make your points (i.e. the text that you and your reader have mutual access to).   
3)       “Laundry lists.” This is when you open your paper with something like, “Douglass uses ____, ____, and ____ to show us the evils of slavery.”  Not only is that a boring thesis, but it doesn’t convey any sense of how those three “blanks” fit together, or why you’ve selected them.  They seem to be arbitrary traits that you’ve decided to toss together in the wash just to fill it up.  Your opening paragraph should offer an overarching theme or statement that says what main point you’re going to pursue in the coming body of the paper.  You can use the features in your laundry list to organize those paragraphs, but you don’t need to list each feature of the text up front.  Instead say something like, “I’ll examine Douglass’s use of literary allusions as one means of demonstrating his ‘mastery’ of the language of the masters.” (then you might organize your paragraphs around the various kinds of allusions that you find in the text).   
4)       Use the present tense and active verbs ALWAYS!  When you refer to events in a text, you talk about them as if they are happening as you read--“Franklin writes” “Lincoln says” “Douglass does”—not “wrote” “said” “did” “had done” or “was doing.”   The only time you can use the past tense is if the text itself is referring to the past: “In this scene, Douglass remembers (present tense) hearing the slave songs, and the effect that they had (past tense) upon him.”  Also, try to eliminate unnecessary “to be” verbs (is, was, etc.) wherever possible, and replace them with active verbs—i.e., instead of “Franklin is talking about...,” use “Franklin discusses...”  I promise you that your papers will sound clearer, more energetic, and more self-assured. 
5)       Repetition.  Don’t repeat the same words in the same sentence (especially “and”!), the same phrases in a single paragraph (unless you’re analyzing that phrase), or the same topic sentence or argument in multiple paragraphs.  Each sentence and paragraph that you write should be moving your argument forward, not round and round in circles. If you don’t have enough new things to say in each paragraph, then your thesis isn’t complex enough, and you need to go back and revise it.  Each paragraph should have its own driving “sub-thesis” that’s tied logically to your overall thesis,” but makes one particular point for you—together they will explain your thesis in logical parts.  You can help yourself by writing down the thesis and each of your important topic sentences or sub-theses before you begin writing (this is called a skeleton outline, and I’ll require it on your final paper).   
6)       Summarizing the text or telling me what it literally and obviously says.  Assume that your reader has read and understood the literal or surface meaning of the text.  Talk to the audience as if they’re following along in the text as you write.  You can notify them of where you are (“In the scene in which Douglass battles Covey”), or point to particular details (“Notice Franklin’s careful use of the term ‘modest’...”), but you don’t need to describe the events, or explain the context.  Just say what you have to say about the passage and move on.  “Close-reading” implies “interpretation” (explaining how you read the text and what meanings are implied), not “explication” (telling us what it says in simple words, as if your reader is a child).  So don’t spend a whole paragraph just telling me that the “Gettysburg” address is about dedicating the nation to the cause of the Union—Lincoln says that!  Tell me that, while it’s about dedicating the nation the Cause, it’s also about reconciling the experience of loss and mourning with the need for further action, etc. (then explain how it does that). 
7)       Using rhetorical questions or “common sense” arguments. “Isn’t it obvious here what Poe means by ‘the perverse’?”  Well…er…no!  It’s never obvious to your reader what the answer is to your unceremoniously posed questions, and there is no “common sense” explanation of the events in a text. Don’t assume that your audience understands or agrees with your interpretation of events, or even of particular words. Explain and convince them of your readings by laying out, step-by-step, the logical process of your thinking. It may seem unnecessary to your understanding, but it’s very necessary to your reader. Use evidence from the text to back up your assertions, and explain why your reading is more interesting or likely than another equally valid interpretation. Get rid of rhetorical questions all together, since they always open up the possibility of your reader simply dismissing your argument by adopting a negative stance.
 8)       Improper use of quotations. Quotes should only be used when you are preparing to analyze the specific words and linguistic strategies of the writer; that is, when you’re offering an interpretation of what they’re saying. Never use quotes as a way of making your point for you! You must make a case for your reading in your own words, and it should be about whatever the author is saying. Quoting their words is simply a way of pointing to the specific moment in the text that you’re discussing. For example, “When Emerson says that, ‘a foolish consistency is the hobgoblin of little minds,’ what he means is that…” 
9)       Outside sources, biographical interpretation, historical speculations—these are not allowed in a “close-reading” or analytical essay.  You must work with what the text provides, with contexts used in this class (i.e. Poe’s essays on aesthetics), or with common facts available in a reference book that is used simply to define terms (a dictionary), provide names or dates (an encyclopedia), to establish context (introductory essays in your textbooks), or to trace an allusion (from the Bible, mythology, etc.).  But the idea of the close-reading is to see what all the language of the text itself conveys.  Don’t assume that the author and the speaker are the same, that the poem or story simply recounts an event in the author’s life, or that it’s all just a veiled allegory of historical events.  If this was all there was to the story, why not write an auto-biography or a history, rather than a creative work?  Look at how the author uses language, metaphor, allusion, tone, mood, etc. to create certain effects, and describe those.  The “meaning” of the work is your interpretation of all the possibilities evoked by these strategies.
