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 10 Steps to a Solid Historical (Argumentative) Thesis 
 

1. Read the prompt carefully. What exactly is being asked?  What terms, time 

frames, ideas, names, or other parts of the prompt should you stop and consider 

before formulating a response?  If there’s anything of which you are unsure, resolve 

it as best you can before moving on. Don’t just ‘start’ and hope for the best! 

 

2. What are some of the obvious or immediate ways you could respond?  What 

are your initial impressions and/or options?  Does the prompt require a ‘yes/no’ 

response? Some sort of analysis or evaluation?  Is it just asking you to cough up what you know? Jot 

down possible approaches or responses which come to mind immediately, but recognize that you are 

not limited to these.   

 

3. Brainstorm.  Depending on how much time you’ve been given, you may set aside 30 seconds or 30 

minutes for this step.  List anything that might come up in response to this prompt.  It might be helpful 

to refer back to your notes from the previous step, but don’t limit yourself—you are NOT committing 

to an answer at this point.  When in doubt, write it down.  While free-listing is fine, consider doing 

some sort of free-association or branches on your brainstorming to help stretch your thinking.   

 

4. Read the prompt again.  It’s important to refocus at make sure you can bring your brainstorming 

back together to address the prompt clearly and completely.  If your brainstorming has prompted 

other possible ways to response to the prompt, add those ideas to your notes from Step #2. 

 

5. Categorize / Organize your information.  What sorts of organizational categories will you use to 

drive your response?  If you are confident at this point of the direction you want to go with your 

essay, let that guide your choice of categories.  If not, find logical categories that fit your information 

and use these to help set a direction for your essay.  Defaults: 3, ESP. 

 
6. Read and Briefly Analyze any documents which accompany the prompt. If there are questions 

provided with the documents, answer them. How does each document relate to the prompt? Add the 

documents to your ESP chart in some easily understood form (Doc1, Doc2, etc.) 
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7. Decide how you are going to respond to the prompt and write your initial thesis.  It’s time to 

commit, for better or worse. At this point your thesis should consist simply of a ‘Stand’ (what are you 

asserting or arguing) and your supporting Points (usually three).  Depending on the requirements 

you’ve been given, the length of the assigned writing, or sometimes your personal preference, your 

basic thesis may be very specific or rather general.  
 

Very Specific:  The American colonists were justified in waging war and breaking away from 

Great Britain because they were taxed without representation, oppressed by the presence of 

armed troops in their homes and communities, and could no longer expect fair treatment by the 

courts or the legal system established to protect their rights as Englishmen.  

  

Rather General:  The American colonists were justified in waging war and breaking away from  

Great Britain due to economic abuses by Parliament, socially unacceptable behavior by the 

armed forces, and political injustice at the hands of British authorities. 
 

Probably Too General:  The American colonists were justified waging war and breaking away 

from Great Britain for economic, social, and political reasons.  

 

Note that in all cases your Stand should rephrase the prompt as closely as possible (for now) and 

you should have details and evidence ready for all of your supporting points, whether you telegraph it 

in your thesis statement or not.  Do NOT proceed to Step #8 until you have mastered Steps #1 - #7. 

 

8. Add A Concession / Demonstrate Complexity.  Our ‘Default’ for this is to add an “Although” 

statement to the beginning of your thesis.  What would be the most likely argument of someone 

opposing your ‘Stand’?  What could provide enriching complexity or demonstrate your understanding 

of other sides of this subject?  The goal is to anticipate objections and demonstrate understanding 

without actually undermining your stand. 
 

Example:  Although England had incurred substantial debt defending the American colonies in 

the French and Indian War, the American colonists were justified in waging war and breaking 

away from Great Britain because they were taxed without representation, oppressed by the 

presence of armed troops in their homes and communities, and could no longer expect fair 

treatment by the courts or the legal system established to protect their rights as Englishmen.   

 

9. Revisit the Prompt.  Make sure you’ve responded completely and clearly.  If not, fix it now. 

 

10. Clean up grammar and phrasing.  Make sure you ‘sound’ professional—don’t write informally, but 

don’t try to inflate poor ideas with hot air.  (One of the best ways to learn to write well is to read well.) 

WHEN IN DOUBT, GO WITH WHAT’S MOST CLEAR, CONCISE, CONVINCING, AND CORRECT. 

 
 
 
 
 

 

Congratulations! The hard part is done - now all you have to do is write an essay to 
go with your thesis, and you probably have most of the work finished and scribbled 

on the paper in front of you. 


