
Formulating a Thesis Statement 
 

Definition:  The thesis statement is a summary, in one or a few sentences, of the topic, 
direction and argument to be found in your essay.  The thesis statement acts as 
a sort of signpost informing your reader what the subject of your paper is and 
what line of reasoning you are going to follow. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Formulation: After choosing the topic for your paper and doing preliminary research you 

should be ready to create a rough, working thesis to give focus to your 
thoughts as you begin organizing and writing your essay.  When formulating 
your thesis, keep the following in mind: 

 
1. A good thesis statement makes a clear, definite and limited assertion that must 

be explained and supported by evidence and argument. 
a. The thesis statement must have a clear and specific point to it, a pronounced 

thrust in the direction of your argument. 
b. You must be careful, however, that the thesis statement is not too big for your 

paper.  Ask yourself if, within the page limit assigned, you can truly explore 
everything and only things covered by your thesis. 

c. Your thesis should need to be proven rather than being instantly accepted by 
your reader. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

2. It shows your take on the topic, including your emphasis and the direction in 
which your argument will lead. 

a. The thesis statement does not just tell the reader the topic of the paper, use of 
natural imagery in Impressionist paintings for example, but also your 
perspective on that topic, such as use of natural imagery in Impressionist 
paintings as a critique of naive Romanticism. 

b. The thesis statement should show your perspective and allude to the ways you 
are going to back up your perspective. 

 

Examples of Thesis Statements: 
The overuse of air conditioners and inefficient automobiles in North America has 
needlessly contributed to global warming by damaging the ozone layer. 

 
The many differences between the political theories of Martin Luther and John Calvin 
stem from differing divisions of humanity: Luther separates humans into two groups, 
Christian and non-Christian, whereas Calvin draws the separating line not through society 
but through the person itself. Based on these differing views of humanity, the two 
reformers give the state different responsibilities towards its subjects, and Christians 
different responsibilities towards the state. 

Bad Example: Shakespeare is one of the great writers in the English language.  (Too 
broad, unnecessary) 
Good Example: In The Merchant of Venice, mercy and revenge are contrasted to reveal 
the hypocrisy of the Venetian culture.  (Clear, defined and limited) 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A few more points: 
• Your thesis statement should be found near the beginning of your paper.  Generally, but 

not as a rule, it comes at the end of the introductory paragraph. 
• It is most important to note that the thesis statement, especially a working thesis 

statement formulated before your paper is complete, can and probably should be revised 
as your essay is being written.  You may find yourself starting a paper based on a specific 
thesis statement, but finish by arguing something quite different.  It is a good practice to 
review your thesis statement in detail when your paper is done, making sure it still fits 
your essay, that you covered everything mentioned in the thesis, and that you covered 
only things mentioned in the thesis (in other words, no tangents).  If you find differences 
between your thesis and the main body of your paper, adjust the thesis to fit. 

 
Exercises: 
Which of the following thesis statements within the same topics are superior, and why? 
 

The steel industry has many problems, including insufficient funds to replace outdated 
machinery.   

OR   
The Hamilton steel industry is on a downturn because of insufficient funds to replace 

outdated machinery. 
 

Chemical fertilizers have had a negative effect on populations of robins in southern Ontario. 
  OR   

Use of chemical fertilizers has had a negative effect on populations of robins in southern 
Ontario by increasing rates of infant mortality and birth defects. 

 
If the North-South peace deal in Sudan is to be maintained, continuing violence in the Darfur 

region must stop. 
OR 

If peace is to be maintained in Sudan, continuing violence in the Darfur region must stop. 
OR 

Peace should be maintained in Sudan by ending violence in the Darfur region. 
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Bad Example: The early church fathers have insights that can benefit the contemporary 
church.  (Vague, unfocused and unspecific) 
Good Example: A look into the writings of the early church fathers can benefit the 
contemporary Christian by situating him or her within the Christian tradition, a tradition 
which stressed healthy but forgotten emphases including church unity, negative and 
holistic theology, and the place of tradition alongside Scripture.  (Detailed, focused and 
specific) 


