How To Write an A Paper

First the bad news: there are no shortcuts. Writing good papers takes work, and that means reading, researching, writing, revising, and editing. There's no guarantee following this advice will earn you an A — there are few guarantees to be had anywhere — but I hope all of it will be useful in improving your papers.  But this guide should at least give you some insight into what professors are looking for. It's divided into six major sections:

LISTEN AND READ CAREFULLY

This is probably the easiest item on this list, yet it is one of the most important.  Carefully listening to or carefully reading the directions or prompt for an assignment are imperative because if you don’t pay attention to those directions, you could do the assignment incorrectly, and worse, you could wind up with a low grade because of that.  Listen when your professor gives directions for an assignment, read prompts/directions multiple times slowly, and if you have questions, ask.  

THESIS

The sine qua non of a good English paper is its thesis, the main argument it makes. If yours is weak, you won't get an A — that simple.  A strong thesis will be argumentative, well supported, specific, and analytical (not evaluative).  The first thing is to know the difference between a topic and a thesis — they're very different beasts. A topic is the broad area you're investigating; a thesis is a specific claim you're making and defending. Here's a typical topic: "Seventeenth-century Dutch art." Here's a typical thesis: "Dutch Baroque genre paintings did not simply reflect the reality surrounding them; they also helped shape that reality." Note that a thesis statement takes the form of a declarative sentence. If you say, "I want to write about so-and-so," you probably have a topic; if you say, "I want to write that so-and-so is so-and-so," you're probably getting closer to a real thesis.
RESEARCH

Though not all assignments require research, and different professors require different degrees of research, you should certainly learn your way around a library. Any paper will be improved by sensible use of reference books, other books, articles, and Internet resources (however, these Internet sources should be scholarly).  Lastly, and this should go without saying, don’t be tempted to steal from other sources.  Make sure you cite everything properly; unintentional plagiarism is still plagiarism.

CLOSE READING

Professors in every department want well-researched papers with good theses. Professors in many  departments also want to see that you can read closely, paying excruciatingly close attention to the details of language.

STYLE

Achieving the right tone in an English paper can take some work. Style means all kinds of things. At its grandest, it means everything about your way of presenting yourself in words, including grace, clarity, and a thousand undefinable qualities that separate good writing from bad.

MECHANICS

The troublesome technical details of writing — spelling, punctuation, indenting, double spacing, and all that sort of thing — are known as mechanics. Amateur writers often think they're above such insignificant matters; pros realize that sloppiness always lowers them in the eyes of their audience.
