
Persuasive Essay

What You’ll Learn::

1. What is an essay? 
2. What is a persuasive essay?
3. What are the four parts of an essay?
4. What is pre-writing?
5. What is a paragraph?
6. What is a thesis statement?
7. What is an introduction?

a. What makes a good introduction?
8. What are body paragraphs?

a. How do you write a topic sentence?
9. What is a concluding paragraph?

1.  What is an essay?

An essay is a short piece of writing that has one main topic.  The purpose of an essay is
to explain your opinion on this topic.  Very often you are trying to persuade another
person to agree with your opinion.  There are many types of essays.  Common essay
types include:

• Narrative Tell a story in chronological (time) order.
• How to: Teach someone how to do something.
• Comparative Explain how two things are similar and/or different.
• Cause and Effect Why does something happen?
• Persuasive Identify a problem and fix it.

Academic essays can be divided into three main types: a one-paragraph essay, a five-
paragraph essay and an extended essay.  No matter how long an essay is, a standard
essay is divided into four parts.

• Introduction: Warm up; get the reader interested in your topic.
• Thesis Statement: What is the one main idea you are going to write about.
• Body: The main part of the essay.)
• Conclusion: Summarize your main points and suggest future topics.

How to organize an essay and how much information to include in an essay often
depends on the language your are writing in, or more specifically the culture behind the
language.  Some cultures prefer a circular style while others prefer a linear, or straight,
style.  Both styles have one main point.  The difference is how you get there.

In a circular essay, the main point is not really stated clearly.  Imagine a tourist who
leaves their hotel in the morning without a plan or a map and spends the whole day
wandering around Rome, stopping whenever something seems interesting, flipping a coin
to decide whether to go left or right.  In a circular essay, the writer explains ideas in
general terms.  The reader might think there is no clear organization, that the writer
doesn’t have a purpose.  The writer takes the reader on a stroll around town without
explaining where they are going or why.  A reader who is not used to this style might be
very confused and keep asking themselves “Why is this important?  What is the writer
trying to say?”  But in the end, when you reach the final destination, you understand why
the writer took you on such a round-about journey.

In a linear essay, there are no wasted words.  Imagine a guided tour of Rome.  The guide



picks you up at exactly 8:00, hands you a list of things you are going to do, down to the
minute, and takes you directly from place to place with no extra stops.  In a linear essay, it
is the writer’s job to clearly guide the reader from point A to point E, stopping in order at
points B, C, and D.  Never, ever leave the path to see F or G no matter how interesting
they may be.  Shorter is better.  The writer should give the reader a map of the route
before they begin the journey.  To a reader not familiar with this style, it can seem like the
military.  The writer is ordering the reader to follow their lead and they cannot go in any
other direction.

The western academic writing style is linear.  If you want to write circular essays, take a
creative writing class.

2.  Persuasive Essays

In this course, you will write a five-paragraph persuasive essay for your main essay
assignment.  The purpose of a persuasive essay is to do the following:

1.  Identify a problem
< What is the problem?

2.  Describe the negative effects of the problem
< Why do we need to fix the problem?

3.  Propose, or suggest, a way to fix the problem.
< How do we fix the problem?

4.  Explain the benefits of solving the problem.
< How will things improve after we fix the problem?

One common mistake that students make when they write this type of essay is they skip
part 3.  They identify a problem and explain why it’s a problem, but then they say
“Somebody needs to fix this.”  In other words, they are just complaining.  You must fix
the problem!

3.  The Four Parts of an Essay

Whether you are writing a one-paragraph essay or a twenty-page research paper, your
writing will have the same four parts.

1.  Introduction

An introduction is the warm-up.  It’s like the first course of a meal.  The introduction is the
writer’s opportunity to get the reader interested, to make the reader want to continue
reading.  Just like the first course of a meal, you have many options.  Soup?  Salad? 
Mozzarella sticks?  However, the introduction must fit the main topic of the essay
somehow and never, EVER repeat information in the introduction and then later in the
body.

2.  Thesis Statement

The thesis statement is where you tell the reader exactly what you are going to write
about in the body.  A good writer will begin by asking research questions.  A research
question is a question that you want to find the answer to, like typing a question into the
Google search bar.  The thesis statement is just a sentence that contains your research
questions.



3.  Body

This is the main course of your meal, the meat, potatoes and vegetables.  This is where
you explain to your reader why you are right, why they should agree with you.  The
information in the body should be very specific.  You must include facts that support your
main idea.  Why should I listen to you?  Why are you right?  Where did you get your
information?  What do experts say about the topic?  In a five-paragraph essay, you will
have three body paragraphs.  Each body paragraph will have one main idea.

4.  Conclusion

At the end of a good meal, it’s nice to have dessert and a cup of coffee.  While people
enjoy the final part of their meal, they might talk about how delicious the food they just ate
was, why they enjoyed it.  They might talk about what they will order the next time they
come to the restaurant, or what restaurant they want to try next.  This is a conclusion: a
summary of the main points and ideas for future research.

4.  Pre-writing

A rugby player doesn’t show up five minutes before a game and just run onto the field.  If
they tried that, they would probably get seriously hurt.  Players show up well before the
game starts sometimes two or three hours early.  They visualize the upcoming game in
their mind.  They stretch.  They jog.  They go through drills.  They discuss strategy with
their coach.  By doing all of this preparation, they reduce the chance of injury and
increase their chances of winning.

On Monday, the teacher announces to her class: “You must write a five-paragraph essay
about (topic) by next Monday.  The student writes this down in their notebook and then
forgets about it.  On Sunday night, the student looks in their notebook and suddenly
remembers: “Oh crap!  I have to write an essay for tomorrow.”  They turn on their
computer, open a document, write a title and then...  They are stuck.  Over the next two
hours they put a bunch of words on a piece of paper that are sort of connected to the
topic, print it out and say a prayer.

What did the successful athlete do that the unsuccessful student didn’t?  They prepared. 
The process of preparing to write is called pre-writing.

Step 1: Brainstorming Topics

Brainstorming means to spend time thinking of as many different ideas as you can. 
There are no bad ideas.  Write everything down.  Don’t decide good or bad.  You will do
that later.

For this essay, make a list of problems you would like to fix.  Big problems, small
problems.  Problems in your life.  Problems in your country.  Global problems.  Write
down anything that you think of.  Then, for each topic try to write a short answer to each
of these questions.

1.  Why is the topic important to you?
2.  How does this problem affect your life?
3.  What is your basic solution to this problem?
4.  What are the benefits if we solve this problem?



––   Do Step 1: Brainstorming Topics   ––
(See handout for specific details.)

Step 2: Choose the Best Topic

The number one reason why students have trouble writing a good essay: They chose a
bad topic.  When a teacher gives you a general topic, you almost always have the
freedom to “play with the topic.”  This means that as long as your final, specific topic is
connected to the teacher’s general topic, it will be ok.

When students don’t prepare before they write, they usually write about the first thing that
pops into their head.  Just because it’s your first idea, that doesn’t mean it’s your best
idea.  Your best idea might be your third idea, or your eighth.  By spending fifteen minutes
brainstorming topics early, you might save yourself an hour later because your essay is
so much easier to write.  You will get a better grade, too.

How do you know if a topic is good?  If you can answer the four questions from above
easily and quickly, it’s probably a good topic.  If you have to stop and think for a while, it’s
probably not a good topic.  A good topic writes itself!

Other questions to consider when you are choosing a topic:

< Is the topic interesting to you?
< Do you know a lot about the topic?
< Can you easily find information about the topic?
< Is your English good enough to discuss the topic?
< Do you have the basic vocabulary to discuss the topic?

If the answer to all, or at least most, of these questions is yes, then it is probably a good
topic.  Just make sure the topic isn’t too big.  You can’t solve Climate Change in a five-
paragraph essay.  You can, however, discuss an issue connected to Climate Change like
reducing electricity consumption or water consumption (using less electricity or water).

Step 3.  Outline

A family tree is a diagram that shows all the members of a family and how they are
related.  An outline is basically the family tree of an essay.

An outline allows the writer to plan an essay without writing sentences.  An outline shows
relationships between information in the essay.  Because it is not necessary to write
sentences when you create an outline, it is much faster to create an outline than write an
essay right away.  Also, it is much easier to edit and reorganize information in an outline,
especially if you make your outline using a word processor, like Google Docs.

A good outline will have 100% of the information that will go into the final draft.  A really
good outline will have too much information.  Don’t be afraid to throw away information if
it makes your essay too long and isn’t necessary.

If you create a good outline, it is very easy to create a PowerPoint presentation from the
outline.  Just copy and paste.

A traditional outline uses a combination of numbers and letters to show how information is
connected.  Look at the simple outline below.



1. Problem:  the school year in Japan
a. traditional

i. start in April
ii. end the next March

b. 2020 school year
i. schools shut down at the end of the last school year
ii. couldn’t reopen at the beginning of the new school year

(1) home-schooling
(2) online learning

iii. will probably continue through summer
2. Solution: officially start the 2020-21 school year in September

a. make this change permanent

This outline is for the introduction to my persuasive essay Japan should change the
first day of school.  All of this information will go in the first paragraph.  The full outline
of a five-paragraph essay would probably follow this numbering system.

1 = introduction
2 = thesis statement
3 = body paragraph 1
4 = body paragraph 2
5 = body paragraph 3
6 = conclusion

Lowercase letters (a, b, c, etc.)  give supporting information.  The information for a will
probably all go in one sentence.  The information for b will go in a new sentence.

Lower case roman numerals (I, ii, iii, etc.)  give supporting information that will probably
go in the same sentence.

––   Do Step 2: Outline   ––
(See handout for specific details.)

5.  What is a paragraph?

The basic unit of an essay is a paragraph.  Your instructor might ask you to write a one-
paragraph essay or a five-paragraph essay.  To understand what a paragraph is, first
you must understand what a sentence is.

A.  Sentences

A sentence is a group of words that begins with a capitalized word and ends with either a
period ( . ), a question mark ( ? ) or an exclamation point ( ! ).  Every sentence must have
a main clause with a subject and main verb.  A sentence becomes longer by connecting
the information to the main clause with prepositions and conjunctions.  Grammar is the
set of rules that control everything from the first word of the sentence to the period.

One common problem students have is writing sentences that are too long.  They want
to impress their reader (their instructor) with difficult grammatical structures.  This is not
recommended.  A good, general rule to follow when you write is: One sentence should
have only one main idea.  Try to limit each sentence to two or three clauses.  (clause =
subject + main verb)  If a sentence has more than three clauses, you should probably



divide that long sentence into two shorter sentences.  If you have several very short
sentences, try to combine them into one longer sentence.

B.  Paragraphs

A paragraph is a group of sentences that discuss one main point.  One difficult part of
writing a good paragraph is making sure all the sentences are directly connected to the
main point.  It is possible to write a short paragraph with only one or two sentences.  It is
also possible to write very long paragraphs with ten or more sentences.  A good
paragraph, however, will usually have between four and six sentences.  Five sentences
per paragraph is a good goal.

If you have two or three short paragraphs in a row, you can probably combine them into
one longer paragraph.  If you have a ten-sentence paragraph, you can probably divide it
into two shorter paragraphs.

A student once commented on an example essay I had written and was showing to the
class.  “Every paragraph is exactly the same length!”  I hadn’t tried to do it, but when I
checked, she was right.  Every paragraph was nine or ten lines on the page.

There are three main types of paragraphs.  The first paragraph of an essay is the
introduction.  This paragraph will probably end with a thesis statement.  The last
paragraph is the conclusion and is usually the shortest.  All the paragraphs in the middle
are called body paragraphs.  Each body paragraph should have a topic sentence.

All of these will be discussed later.

Think of a paragraph like a cheeseburger.  When you go to a burger joint, the first thing
you do is look at a menu to choose the burger you will eat.  My wife and I love the burger
joint from Hawaii called Teddy’s Bigger Burgers.  On their menu, you will see burgers like:

The Bacado Burger 
• bacon, cheddar, avocado

The Kailua Burger (my wife’s favorite)
• teriyaki, Swiss cheese, mushrooms and grilled onions

The Volcano Burger
• jalapeño, pepperjack cheese, Kilauea Fire BBQ sauce

This is the topic sentence.  You get a brief description of the main idea (or flavors) of the
burger, but you haven’t decided the toppings (lettuce, tomato, ketchup, mayonnaise) or
eaten it yet.  That comes next.

Think of each sentence as one bite of your cheeseburger.  If my paragraph has only one
long sentence, then I am forcing you, the reader, to stuff the whole cheeseburger into
your mouth at one time.  But you don’t want to do that.  You want to take smaller,
comfortable bites, chew each bite carefully, swallow and then take the next bite. 
Therefore, I should write shorter sentences with one main idea per sentence.  I try to
make sure each sentence has a little bit of everything and a lot of flavor.

6.  What is a thesis statement?

Before you begin writing, it is a good idea to think of a series of questions that you will
answer in your essay.  These are your research questions.  The basic research



questions for a persuasive essay are:

< What is the problem?*
< Why do we need to fix the problem?
< How do we fix the problem?
< How will things improve after we fix the problem?

The simplest way to begin with a simple statement like “The following essay will
discuss...”  Then, write a thesis statement is to restate your questions as noun clauses.

< The following essay will discuss why this problem needs to be fixed, how we can
fix this problem and finally how things will improve after we fix the problem.

If you can restate each question as an simple noun or infinitive phrase, that is a good way
as well.  However, make sure each part of your thesis statement is written the same way. 
(all clause or all nouns or all gerunds).  Don’t mix them up.

< The following essay will discuss the reasons for fixing the problem, solutions to the
problem and finally the benefits of fixing the problem.

*The first research question is not in my thesis statement because I will answer this
question in the introduction, before the thesis statement.

7.  What is an introduction?

Dubai has created a famous series of man-made islands.  One group of islands is in the
shape of a palm tree.  Another group of islands is in the shape of the world, with each
island being a country.  If you can afford to buy one of these islands, you can own your
own “country.”  As long as I can get to the mainland easily for work and other important
things, it’s a cool idea.  In other words, as long as there is a bridge, it works.

How is this paragraph related in any way to a discussion of essay writing?  How is this
possibly important for an ESL class?  Is it interesting?  Does it make you curious?  Do
you want to keep reading to see where I’m going with this idea?  If the answer is yes, then
this first paragraph is an effective introduction.

When you write an academic essay, you don’t have a lot of freedom.  There are lots of
rules that tell you exactly what you can and can’t do.  The only place you have some
freedom when you write is in the introduction.  That’s why writing the introduction is my
favorite part of essay writing.

The purpose of the introduction is to grab the readers attention and make them want to
keep reading.  However, there must be a connection between your introduction, which
might seem a little crazy, and the main point of your essay, the body.  The thesis
statement is the bridge that connects your introduction to the body.



There is only one strict rule for introductions.  Never repeat information.  If you put the
information in your introduction, it cannot also go in the body.  If the information is in the
body, it can’t go in the introduction.

When I was a student, to make sure I followed this rule, and to make sure my introduction
and thesis statement fit the body, I wrote the introduction and thesis statement LAST
after I had finished writing the body.

8.  What is a body paragraph?

Think of an essay like a bunch of presents you get for your birthday.  Each present is like
one paragraph of your essay.  If you receive five separate gifts, which would you prefer? 
All five one big box?  Or five individually-wrapped presents?

A body paragraph has two main parts: a topic sentence and
supporting detail.  The supporting detail is the present inside
the box, the thing you want the recipient (the reader) to use and
enjoy.  The three main presents (body paragraphs) are probably
not directly connected to one other.  However, the three main
presents need to be appropriate for the person who is receiving
them.  Would you give a nice sweater, a book on gardening and
an X-Box game to your 75-year-old grandfather?  The first two
presents are great.  The third one makes no sense.

The topic sentence is the box and wrapping paper.  Usually a present is put in a box that
is the right size and shape for the present.  When you see the box, you have a general
idea of what is inside the box: a sweater, a necktie, DVD.  But would you put a message
on the outside of the box that says “I hope you enjoy the blue and white striped
Abercrombie and Fitch sweatshirt I got you.”  Of course not.  The fun is being surprised
by the specific content of the box.  A topic sentence should be general, so I can guess
what I will read next, but not so specific that I don’t have to keep reading.  It is very
common to begin a topic sentence with There is... or There are...

9.  What is a conclusion?

When you fly on an airplane, the take-off is exciting because you are getting ready to go
somewhere.  Hopefully it is a fun, exciting destination, like Hawaii.  The flight itself might
be long, but it is necessary.  It’s the whole purpose of getting on the airplane.  By the time
you get to your final destination, you just want to get off the plane, get your suitcases, go
to your hotel and take a long, hot shower.  You might not think about it too much, but the
last few minutes of the flight are extremely important: the landing.

The conclusion of your essay should be a nice, soft, smooth landing.  You are saying to



your reader “We have arrived.”  Generally, conclusions are short, maybe three sentences
and no more than five lines.  The conclusion does two things: summarize the main points
of the essay and/or suggest ideas for what to do next.

Here’s a dirty little secret writing teachers don’t want you to know.  Conclusion paragraphs
don’t affect your grade.  By the time an instructor has finished the last body paragraph,
they have decided your grade and just skim the last few lines.

But do you want to be on an airplane that doesn’t have a landing?

––   Do Step 3: First Draft   ––
(See handout for specific details.)

Most people hate writing.  Most people don’t write well.  But writing has become an
incredibly important skill in the 21st century.  When a company writes “the ability to
communicate clearly and effectively” in a job announcement, what they really mean is
“You must be able to write.”

I was not a good writer thirty years ago.  I thought I was, but when I look back at my
college writing, it’s embarrassing.  However, my writing as a senior in college was much
better than my writing as a senior in high school.  Hopefully my writing ability will be even
better than it is today in ten years.

Writing is a talent that you develop over YEARS of practice, a LIFETIME.  You will not be
a good writer at the end of this course.  But you will be a better writer.  And next year, you
will be better.  And the year after that better still.  Over time, with practice and a desire to
become a good writer, you will.  But you can always be better.  It is a never-ending quest.

I always finish my introduction to essay writing with one simple statement.  Students
always groan and roll their eyes.  They look at me like I have three noses.  So far, only
one student has admitted this to me.  “You know what?  You were right.”  The message:
When you become good at writing...

...WRITING IS FUN!


