Essay Tips and Tricks – Some Old and Some New
Keep your introductions short and to the point, and don’t start them with an empty sentence that states the obvious or says virtually nothing. 

Avoid hyperbole. Never use words like “never,” “always,” “all,” or even “most.” Be honest and precise. 

Be aware of the verb tense you are using. Write about the texts in the present tense, and don’t suddenly and arbitrarily switch to the past. 

Use the active voice as much as possible. Avoid the passive voice. While you may think it sounds fancy, it does not. EXAMPLE OF ACTIVE: The protagonist achieved her goal. EXAMPLE OF PASSIVE: The goal was achieved by the protagonist.

Don’t overuse colons. If you aren’t sure of how to use them, don’t use them. They are rarely necessary. 

Same goes for semi-colons. If you use them, use them correctly. They are typically used like brackets in math (when you are listing things with parentheses, you use brackets. When you are listing things with commas, you use semi-colons) or to join two independent clauses. 

The titles of short works, such as poems, songs, stories, one-act plays and TV episodes are placed inside quotations. The titles of longer works, such as novellas, novels, two-act plays (or three-, four- and five-act plays) and TV series are underlined (italics when typed). 

Use in-text citations after each excerpt (lines 14-25) or (14-25). See MLA format for more info on in-text citations. 

Don’t write a separate concluding paragraph unless it ties things up cleverly and leads to a new idea. ABSOLUTELY DO NOT WRITE A CONCLUDING PARAGRAPH THAT SUMMARIZES WHAT HAS ALREADY BEEN SAID! This is a timed-write where empty “hooks” at the beginning of the introduction and summarizing conclusions are considered superfluous and the work of amateurs. Spend your energy on detailed and clearly written body paragraphs rife with unique and profound insights. 
Use literary terms, and use them correctly. Instead of “main character” say “protagonist,” and instead of “word choice” say “diction.” Know and use the words of this level and this class. 
Don’t use “tautology” unless you mean “mindless repetition” like the kind used in weak arguments. It is not a synonym for all forms of repetition. It is a rhetorical device and a very specific one. 

When comparing and contrasting, take a strong stand. Don’t say that the two are both similar and both different and then set out to write a wishy-washy tennis match.
Also, don’t state your specific reasons in the introduction, and don’t put your counter argument in the introduction. Say they are very similar OR very different and then use the body paragraphs to spell out the various ways and to include one counter-argument and to tie it all to the central theme.
Write as legibly as possible. Make it easy for the reader to give you a “9”.

SAMPLE OUTLINE I
INTRO THAT ENDS WITH THE THESIS THAT THE TWO CHARACTERS ARE STRIKINGLY SIMILAR
WAY #1 THEY ARE SIMILAR WITH PROOF AND HOW THAT SUPPORTS THE OVERALL THEME
WAY #2 THEY ARE SIMILAR WITH PROOF AND HOW THAT SUPPORTS THE OVERALL THEME

ONE WAY THEY ARE DIFFERENT

FINAL STATEMENT ON HOW THEIR SIMILARITIES CONVEY THE CENTRAL THEME AND SOME GROOVY UNEXPECTED TRUTH

SAMPLE OUTLINE II

INTRO THAT ENDS WITH THE THESIS THAT THE TWO CHARACTERS ARE REMARKABLY DIFFERENT
WAY #1 THEY ARE DIFFERENT WITH PROOF AND HOW THAT SUPPORTS THE OVERALL THEME

WAY #2 THEY ARE DIFFERENT WITH PROOF AND HOW THAT SUPPORTS THE OVERALL THEME

ONE WAY THEY ARE SIMILAR

FINAL STATEMENT ON HOW THEIR DIFFERENCES WORK TO CONVEY THE CENTRAL THEME AND SOME GROOVY UNEXPECTED TRUTH

OTHER OUTLINE OF YOUR CREATION THAT IS NOT A HARD-TO-FOLLOW TENNIS MATCH:

