
Dr. Master’s Mountain (of notes)
Stage one involves collecting a mountain of textual evidence, ideas, thoughts, and interpretations. You will create a typed, single-spaced document, at least two pages in length (but hopefully more like three or four), with a series of numbered entries. Most will be quotations from the texts that you plan to use in your paper, but these entries can also be general thoughts and musings, ideas you wrote down during discussion that you want to include, and questions you have that you know you will have to answer. Under each typed passage or big idea, type out a series of notes (I find it helps to assign each sub-note a letter). What does the passage reveal? What is the significance of a particular word, phrase, or image? How does it speak to a specific conflict or theme? I often find that some of these individual notes later become larger ideas that may or may not get positioned near the particular passage that inspired them.

Stage two will be to construct an outline based on your notes. Using Roman numerals, set up your paragraphs, assigning each body paragraph a specific topic and establishing a sense of what you intend to prove in it. Looking over your mountain of notes, what pieces of textual evidence do you want to include? How might you group various quotations and ideas together? What other thoughts and ideas should go into this paragraph? For each body paragraph heading, include a sentence that explains why the new paragraph needs to follow the previous one. How will it build on it? Why does the new paragraph need to follow it? 

In stage three, you will finally write the first complete draft of your paper. In your introduction you should establish a strong central argument, or thesis, which establishes the foundation of the entire paper. You will need to introduce the story and its author and a sense of your paper’s larger purpose. Spend some time setting up the paper’s central concerns, and then move towards defining a thesis about the story itself and how it reflects, challenges, and complicates your central concerns. Each body paragraph should then work to develop, substantiate, and elaborate on your main argument, and each must begin with an argument or interpretive position about the literature that announces the paragraph’s “big idea.” These opening arguments also act as bridge statements: they remind your readers of where they’ve been, and they point them to where they’re going. In other words, they help to establish the logical structure of the paper and provide a sense of forward progress. 

