Introductions:  Some Options

What follows is a set of guidelines, not absolute standards, to govern introducing your papers.  This is only a listing of strategies to use and pitfalls to avoid, and as such cannot ensure that you will write a riveting paper.  That’s your job.  The purpose of an introduction is to gain your reader’s interest and explain the significance of your topic.  In other words, answer the question:  Why would anyone want to read my paper?

Strategies to Pursue:

(Suggested by Joseph F. Trimmer’s Writing With a Purpose (Boston:  Houghton Mifflin), 1986)

· The Direct Statement Introduction


In “Everyday Use,” Alice Walker explores racial identity and tradition in an African-American family.  Mama, Maggie, and Dee each face their heritage from a different perspective.  Dee becomes Wangero, shedding the ways of her family to assume her African heritage.  Maggie quietly continues the work of Big Dee, caring for her family and its traditions.  Mama meditates the struggle between the two sisters.  Despite these various forces at work, it is the family’s age-old tradition of everyday use, symbolized in Mama’s decision to give Maggie the quilt that will endure.

This type of introduction is popularly known as the funnel technique – beginning generally and “funneling” down to a specific statement of thesis.  Don’t let this formula fool you.  I don’t mean to always begin with global generalizations and then make specific claims about a thesis.  Begin with a generalization within the context of the story and narrow it with details from the text until you arrive at a specific argument (your thesis).

· The Introductory Quotation


In “Theme for English B,” Langston Hughes writes, “I guess being colored doesn’t make me not like the same things other folks like who are other races” (211).  Diane Burns addresses this same question of racial identity in her poem “Sure You Can Ask Me a Personal Question.”  The speaker in the poem identifies herself as a Native American, but she wants to be seen first and foremost as a person.  Like Hughes, Burns’ character recognizes her racial heritage but refuses to be limited or defined by it.

This type of introduction makes a connection between the main idea of a quotation and the main idea that the writer chooses to convey in the paragraph.  The quotation serves as an illustration, or attention getter.  The quotation and main idea should be an easy fit – if you have to push or stretch too far to connect to them, choose another approach.

· The Dramatic Situation:


A father, Cory, and his son, Troy, stand on opposite sides of a fence.  Cory wants only to instill in his son the values of independence and success that he has labored to achieve.  Troy wants the same values, but on his own terms.  August Wilson explores the resulting clash of generations, values, and culture in Fences.  As the two men work side by side, these overwhelming issues narrow to a crisis in the relationship between a father and his son.

This type of introduction balances precariously between interesting insight and plot summary.  The same rule of when to refer to plot details applies:  does this information somehow advance my reader’s understanding of my thesis?  Description of a dramatic situation is useful when identifying a conflict or contrast to be explored in the text.

· The Motif:

This really requires a whole paper to show how it works.  On occasion, very skilled writers can start with an interesting image, metaphor, or quotation, and use it throughout the paper to illuminate the essay’s main argument.  For example, an essay on a novel might start by explaining how cancer cells form in the human body, and then use that idea to help explain the transformation of a character in the essay.  
Problems to Avoid:

· The One Sentence Introduction


Camping is a very interesting activity.  Today we will see how one man deals with the trauma of personal crisis and war through the metaphor of camping in “Big Two-Hearted River”.

This type of introduction tends to trivialize your argument and lose your reader.  Often, the more in-depth analysis of your second paragraph could serve as a better introduction to the specific issue explored in your essay.  Edit out generalizations, keep good sentences, and build connections to the issues set forth in your thesis.

· The Empty Introduction


Sometimes families have problems.  And sometimes families are not able to deal with their problems.  When this happens, it is not unusual for family members to leave home.  The rewards of leaving  home to become independent can be great, and so can the dangers.  In Alice Walker’s “Everyday Use,” Dee leaves home to avoid family problems, and she experiences may of the rewards and dangers that leaving entails.

Wandering around the subject will lead you and your reader nowhere.  And worse yet, this type of introduction fails to give any direction or support for your paper.  In this case, writing your introduction last might be particularly helpful in avoiding empty generalizations.

· The Assumption of Knowledge Paragraph

In Alice Walker’s “Everyday Use,” Dee is trying to reclaim her ties to an African homeland.  This is understandable given the climate of the time.  For Dee, the quilt is a symbol of all the connections she is trying to make.  Ultimately, her quest is a failure because she does not recognize that her mother and sister have real ties to the past.

Somewhere in this paragraph is an intriguing statement about African history and the multicultural climate of America in the 1960’s.  Unfortunately, the writer fails to make explicit connections between his or her ideas or even within sentences, leaving the reader and the paper muddled.  An introduction should stand on its own, providing the information necessary for the reader to understood your paper.

