
Paper Checklist 

Below are some of the most important questions to ask yourself as you write your paper. While having all of these 
elements cannot guarantee that you will write an excellent paper, it will significantly improve your work. The 
guiding thread for all of them is that your paper is meant to persuade your reader of a contestable interpretive 
or argumentative position. The goal of academic writing is to construct an argument that will convince a 
knowledgeable audience that is sympathetic yet skeptical. My suggestion is that after you complete a draft of your 
paper, you use this as a checklist to guide your re-writing. 
 
1. Do I have a thesis statement? 
 
A thesis statement is a clear expression of the central claim you will defend in your paper. A good thesis statement 
defends a stance that is evidently contestable—that is, one that will require work to defend. One way to ensure that 
your thesis statement meets this criterion is to think about the opposed thesis. If the opposite view is obviously 
wrong—if you can’t think of some interesting arguments for it—then your thesis statement is not controversial 
enough. Another way to avoid writing on too obvious a thesis is to structure your thesis statement such as to also 
express the opposite view: i.e., “While it seems that Machiavelli argues for an immoral view of politics in which the 
ends always justify the means, I will contend that he places considerable, albeit unconventional, moral constraints 
on political actors.” 
 
2. I am analyzing rather than summarizing? 
 
Most simply, summary tells your reader what an author says, while analysis tells them why they say what they say. 
An analysis provides the connections and explicates the assumptions that inform a certain argument or set of 
arguments. This means reformulating an author’s arguments in your own words in such a way as to draw out the 
particular aspect of the argument in which you are interested. Finally, reformulating an author’s arguments will 
allow you to be clearer on what aspects of the argument you may want to critique. You will be able to specify 
which claim or claims you find troubling as well as how those claims are important for the broader line of 
reasoning. 
 
3. Do I use textual evidence appropriately? 
 
Whenever you make a claim about what the author says, you should point your reader to where they say it. And 
when the claim or the wording of the claim is particularly important—or the writing particularly dramatic—you 
should include the direct quotation from the author. However, be sure to then follow the quotation with an 
explanation, in your own words, of its significance. 
 
4. Do I have a clear structure? 
 
As you write your paper, you want to convince your reader that you have a thoughtful and logical organization to 
the paper. You want your audience to see how each section of the paper and the order in which they appear are 
necessary to achieving your broader aims. You can help your reader sees this by having well-formulated transition 
sentences: i.e., either “Before we can see why Machiavelli argues for x, we need to examine his understanding of 
the people” or “I will now turn to the topic y, which further develops Machiavelli’s skeptical view of religion.” 
 
5. Do I consider potential objections or counter-arguments? 
 
Finally, you should consider potential objections to your view. This could mean considering small objections to 
your interpretation of specific passages (i.e., “While it may seem like Machiavelli’s statement implies x, when read 
together with y we see he really means z”) or the largest, most important objections to your overall reading or 
argument. In the latter case, you may want to have dedicated paragraphs where you explicitly lay out the objection, 
discuss the strongest arguments in favor of it, and then explain why you still think it is partially or entirely wrong 
and your argument or reading is more persuasive. 


