 The Elements of Composition
A.P. ENGLISH LITERATURE & COMPOSITION
What Is Composition?

When we speak of “composition” with respect to writing, we’re talking in general about the craft of putting together a short, subjective, reasoned treatment of a given topic.. There are five key elements key to writing effective compositions:

1. Subject: Introduces and/or summarizes the subject treated

2. Claim: Presents an opinion, claim or proposal through a thesis statement

3. Support: Provides support that explains or proves the claim
4. Audience: Considers the needs and knowledge of the audience

5. Purpose: Fulfills the writer’s purpose, i.e., the reason for writing
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Audience: Your audience is made up of the people who will read what you write. Have at least one real person in mind when you write (e.g., a classmate or teacher). Consider what that person already knows and what he will need to know to understand your main idea. In most cases in this course, assume the readers will know only what you write about your topic.
Purpose: This is your reason for writing a particular composition. Typically in this English Literature course your purpose will be either to explain (explication), analyze (interpretation), or evaluate (evaluation) a text.

Process: The craft of composition concerns itself with researching, organizing, and presenting the essay. It can be understood as a five-step writing process. This is the process we will observe throughout the course.
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The Writing Process
The writer’s work of strategic decision making can be classified in five steps, better known as the traditional canons of rhetoric:
1. Invention (generating ideas)
Invention concerns finding something to say. In this initial step you need to determine: What is my purpose in writing? Who is my audience? What is my claim (main point: also called the “thesis.”), and how will I support it?
2. Arrangement (organization)
Arrangement concerns how you order your writing. You need to determine: What principles of order, structure or organization will be the most effective for my audience and my purpose?

3. Style (drafting)
Style concerns the artful expression of your ideas. If invention addresses what is to be said, style addresses how this will be said. You need to determine: How can I best introduce and develop my topic so that it will interest my readers? Clarity first!
4. Memory (revising)
During the revision process you need to ask: How can I make my draft clearer or more convincing to my readers? Look for ideas that don’t fit. Connect ideas with transitional words and sentences. Look for points that could use more support, etc.
5. Delivery (final editing)
In this final step, you are concerned with producing a final product. Find and correct errors in grammar. Look for errors in word use, spelling, punctuation, and capitalization. Make sure your final product is neat, clear, legible, and complies with the proper formatting guidelines.
Essay Structure
An essay is a piece of writing made up of multiple paragraphs treating a single subject. Like the paragraph, it has three necessary parts:
1. Introduction: introduces or summarizes the topic to be treated and states the claim, or thesis, generally in a single strong statement. The introduction may be a single paragraph or multiple paragraphs.
2. Body: supports (illustrates, explains, or proves) the main claim. Each support paragraph contains and details a particular point that relates to the main claim. Thus, each support paragraph includes a topic sentence that supports the thesis statement.

3. Conclusion: reminds readers of the main point. It may summarize and reinforce the support paragraphs, but will always relate back to the main point of the essay. A conclusion should not be a mere restatement of your claim. Rather, it should show its significance or otherwise go beyond a mere restatement.
Claim: Thesis Statement

The thesis statement of an essay states the main point you want to get across about your topic. It is written in the form of a claim. A claim can be an opinion, an assertion, or a proposal. A strong thesis statement has several basic features:

-- It focuses on a single main point or position about a topic


-- It is neither too broad nor too narrow


-- It is specific


-- It is something you can show, explain, or prove


-- It is a forceful statement written in confident, firm language

Examples of strong, clear claims regarding literature:

· Explication: Beowulf  is a hero who embodies the ideal virtues, traits and beliefs that were respected in the Anglo-Saxon culture.  Beowulf displays these characteristics in his own actions and words during different circumstances throughout the tale.

· Interpretation: In Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, the narrative events correspond to a familiar Christian sequence: temptation, sin, confession, penance, and absolution.

· Evaluation: Though some critics argue that Joseph Conrad's Heart of Darkness is a racist novel, it is one of the most compelling arguments against racism and imperialism ever written.
Supports

Supports consist of the evidence, examples, or facts that show, explain, or prove your main point or thesis. Primary support points are the major supports for your thesis. Supporting details are specifics that explain your primary support points. There are three basics of good support:
1. It relates to your main point, or thesis: The purpose of a support is to show, explain, or prove your main point, so the support you use must relate directly to that main point.

2. It considers your audience: Aim your support at the people who will read your writing. Supply information that will convince or inform them.

3. It is detailed and specific: Give readers enough detail, particularly through examples, so that they can see what you mean.
Outlining of Thesis and Supports
I. Introduction


A. Introduction or summary of topic


B. Statement of claim: thesis statement mentioning three (etc.) supports
II. Major Support I


A. Supporting detail I


B. Supporting detail II (III., etc.)
III. Major Support II


A. Supporting detail I


B. Supporting detail II (III., etc.)
IV. Major Support III (IV., etc.)

A. Supporting detail I


B. Supporting detail II (III., etc.)
V. Conclusion


A. Overall observation


B. Concluding remark

Principles of Organization

I. Unity

An effective piece of writing has unity. Sentences in a paragraph must relate to the main idea of the paragraph, and all paragraphs in a composition must relate to the main assertion of the essay. Unity is an indication that the writer’s own mind can work systematically and can therefore arrive at a meaning. To put it another way, the unity of the composition is an indication that the writer’s mind has unity—that he or she is not scatterbrained. 

II. Coherence

Effective writing must also have coherence. Thus, the elements of the composition must hold together nicely. Coherence is the way the parts of a composition are organized to give a continuous development of the subject. Coherence has two parts: first, as involving the overall organization of the composition; and second, as involving transitions within the composition. 

II. Coherence (continued)

Overall organization

There is no one principle by which the parts of a composition are to be organized. Obviously, a principle of organization that is effective for describing a woman’s face would probably not work well for telling the story of a baseball game or a battle, for explaining the causes of the Russian Revolution, or for arguing against the abolition of the death penalty. Different intentions involve different principles of organization. For example, a narrative essay about the Bay of Pigs invasion may follow chronological order; a an essay describing the Roman Coliseum  may follow a spatial order; a comparison and contrast essay may follow a logical order, e.g, grouping related details together

Transitions

In order to get from one section to another, from one paragraph to another, from one sentence to another, the composition must have internal continuity: what one section, paragraph or sentence presents must bear some relation to the whole subject and to what has just preceded. There are words whose function it is to indicate specific relations. 

And, or, nor establish a direct connection. 

But, however, nevertheless establish a contrast. 

So, thus, therefore, consequently establish a result. 

Moreover and furthermore indicate additions or elaborations. 

Another way to establish continuity is found in a large group of conventional, self-explanatory phrases, such as “in addition,” “as has been said,” “that is to say,” “that is,” “for example,” “for instance,” “on the contrary,” and so on. Warning: We must not use transitional words or phrases unless they are necessary. They are not ornaments, and they impede the reader rather than help him if the sense is already clear without them. 

III. Emphasis

Like unity and coherence, emphasis is a principle of organization. When this principle is properly observed, the intended scale of importance of elements in the composition is clear to the reader. There are four primary ways to use emphasis in your writing:

Flat statement: The most obvious way is for the writer to simply state his own view on the importance of a matter. (e.g., “Most importantly…”)

Position: “First or last” is a fairly sound ground rule for emphasis by position:  The main idea can be presented and then discussed or proved, or a discussion or proof can lead up to the main idea.

Proportion: The most important topic in a discussion reasonably receives the fullest treatment. 

Style: Even when there is no emphasis by proportion or position, the way of saying a thing may make it emphatic and memorable. 

How to Approach a Timed Writing Assignment

A timed writing is an in-class assignment that requires writing an essay (usually several paragraphs in length) in response to a question, a reading, or a prompt, within a set amount of time (usually 40 minutes). The following is a simple strategy to use when approaching a timed writing:


1. Read the question and text selection carefully. 

2. Write a thesis statement (your assertion or claim).
3. Make an outline of the supports for your thesis statement.
4. Write out a draft of your essay.
5. Reread and revise your work, making sure it says what you want it to say.
6. Check for grammar, spelling, punctuation, etc.

7. Copy out the final essay.
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