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Writing in the Humanities 
 
The goal of a Humanities class is to look at ideas found in literature, art, and music throughout 
history; examine the shift in societal values and norms between the eras. It should challenge 
your own thinking and help you become more aware of your world view. 
 
 

When Reading in the Humanities 
 

● Make time -- plan for success. You may need more time than you think, so don’t rush 
yourself. 

● Read when you’re well-rested and in a clear state of mind. 
● Try to identify and understand personal biases -- everyone has some. This includes 

considering things like:  
○ motivation an author has for not approaching data objectively  
○ information that’s been manipulated to fit an argument 
○ personal opinions about a topic that might get in the way of thinking objectively  

 
Textbooks 

● When reading assigned sections, write down any questions you have.  Bring them to 
class for discussion. 

● Annotate the text -- take notes along the way, writing definitions and personal thoughts.  
Use post-it notes if you don’t like writing in your book!  Color code with 
highlighters/markers/colored pens to identify and organize specific topics or themes. 

● If you’re having trouble focusing or are pressed for time, check the summary at the 
beginning of the chapter and the review questions at the end.  Pick out anything that 
looks interesting, and read about it.  Take notes to bring to class for discussion! 

○ Build on this by selecting two or three sections the next time you try out this 
technique. 

 
Handouts 

● Read them carefully! Take notes, highlight, and write questions and comments in the 
margins. Try to find some meaning in what you’ve read.  Bring all your materials to class 
for reference. 
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When Writing in the Humanities 

 
                          Do                                                       Don’t 
 
 

Be specific with your information and 
arguments. 

 

 
Make vague statements, 

generalizations, and/or use clichés. 

 
Have a strong, clear thesis that drives 

your purpose. 
 

 
Try to tackle a broad topic in a paper 

without a specific focus. 

 
Use text to validate your claims. 

 

 
State your opinion without facts to back 

it up. 
 

 
Draw some conclusions at the end of 
your paper; give the reader something 

to think about. 
 
 

 
Summarize what you have already 
written in a conclusion paragraph. 

 
Cite all of the sources you use, whether 

you quote or paraphrase. Ask your 
professor about style formatting 

preferences. 
 
 

 
Use information that you find without 

giving the author credit. 

 
Use writing as an opportunity to try out 

ideas. 
 

 
Lose your voice and opinions in order 

to turn in an “A” paper. 
 

 
Always make sure your information is 
correct by referring to the textbook, 

sources, and/or class notes. 

 
Assume information is correct without 

using your textbook or other sources to 
verify validity. 
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Tips for Writing Humanities Assignments 
 
In-Class Writing 

● Individual Work 
○ Be confident in your argument and back it up with specific examples. 
○ Don’t get caught up in perfection. It’s most important to have content with a 

strong, well-thought out thesis, even if there are a few 
grammar/punctuation/spelling errors.   

■ High Order Concerns: Strong thesis statement, clearly phrased ideas, etc. 
■ Low Order Concerns: Grammar, punctuation, spelling, etc. 

● Group Work 
○ Give everybody a chance to speak and write -- everyone has a voice and should 

be allowed to contribute.  Do this by: 
■ Taking turns writing for the group. Each person should be able to write at 

least one answer. Listen to the group and synthesize everyone’s 
arguments into one coherent answer. Your group will not always agree, 
but be sure to incorporate everyone’s views into the final product.  

■ Making sure that everyone in the group has had a chance to give their 
opinion when you aren’t in control of the pen. 

○ Stay on task. 
○ Keep an open mind when working with people whose views are different than 

yours. 
 
Discussion Board Posts 

● Be sure to thoroughly answer all questions in the prompt given.  Use your textbook to 
ensure your information is accurate. 

● Your goal is to add to the conversation – do not stop at completing the prompt. Try 
posing questions to other classmates and be sure to answer any questions they ask you. 

● Check the discussion board frequently.  Stay involved in the conversation. 
● Discussion boards close according to your class schedule, and you may not be able to 

make up any points missed. Plan ahead and don’t leave your post for the last minute.  
 
Cultural and Theatre Response Essays (MLA format) 

● The purpose of these assignments is to encourage you to reflect on new experiences, so 
some personal references may be appropriate depending on what you’re writing about. 

● As you outline your Theatre Response, use the questions on the assignment sheet to 
guide you. Try grouping some of them together to form the topics of your paragraphs. 

● Immediately after your event, write notes or a brief reflection on your experience. This 
will help prevent you from forgetting key details when you write your paper. 

● If you did outside research, make sure you cite the information. 
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Mini Research Paper (MLA format) 
The goal of this assignment is to practice doing research on a topic and synthesizing what you 
find.  

• The topic should be specific. 
• The paper should summarize your research, but you can also include your reactions and 

opinions about what you found. 
 

Think Piece (MLA format) 
This is a final reflection on the course and how a concept or other aspect of the class has 
impacted your worldview. Think about how your opinions have changed, or how you have a 
newfound appreciation for something that you didn’t know anything about before. 

● Be sure to follow all directions for the proposal; it’s more formal than the proposal for 
other assignments. Dig deep and really think about what you want to write and why. The 
purpose of the proposal is to help provide you with the bones for your paper. 

● When making your arguments, explain logically and thoroughly why other responses 
don’t make as much sense. 

● Be sure your paragraphs are presented in a logical manner, with each paragraph 
supporting your thesis. Each paragraph should have its own specific and unique ideas, 
and yet also relate back to the overall purpose of the paper. 

● The final paragraph should draw the paper to a close by explaining your concluding 
thoughts based on what you’ve discussed in the paper. Give the reader something to 
think about, and avoid summarizing what you’ve already written.  

● If you use any outside sources (anything other than the textbook, lecture notes, or class 
handouts), be sure to cite that information and create a works cited page at the end of 
your paper. 

 
Final Paper: Compare/Contrast (CMS format) 
This paper is a compare and contrast of two written works.  Your paper should touch on how 
each work reflects its era, and how the pieces show differences in each society. 

● This paper should be written in formal academic style. A key characteristic of formal 
academic style is language that does not include: 

○ Contractions (ex: can’t, wouldn’t, it’s) 
○ Personal references (ex: I, you, me, we) 
○ Slang or offensive language 

● Your opinion is valuable, but you need to be able to fully support it with a solid 
explanation. There isn’t always one right or wrong answer, so long as you can defend 
your point of view.  

● Use a bibliography at the end of your paper instead of a works cited page. This will 
include everything you have read that has influenced your writing, even if you didn’t 
specifically cite it in your final paper. 
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