
Synthesis Paper  
 

This kind of paper is frequently assigned....  It often replaces an exam. Usually, you are expected 

to use your writing to show that you have understood all the readings included in the assignment, 

and you are expected to synthesize the readings, to bring them together, in some interesting way 

around a central question. One key to successful synthesis papers is to bring your own voice and 

ideas into the paper sufficiently to actually direct the flow of the paper. If you find yourself just 

pasting together summaries of the readings in some kind of order, stop! You should find 

yourself, instead, identifying some interesting question that has grown out of your reading (your 

instructor may actually specify the question) and answering it. Your answer will usually become 

the thesis statement that directs the paper. [Emphasis added.] 

You will use your reading, then, to develop your thesis--showing your reader what you mean by 

it and why you believe it is true. Tip: Knowledgeable students often include more than the 

required readings in the bibliographies of their papers.  [...  T]o review a relatively developed 

synthesis paper see, for example, see the samples here. (Originally posted at The Write Way, by 

Cathy Copley, Larry Greenberg, Elaine Handley, Susan Oaks and contributors. ) 

--- 

Writing The Synthesis Essay 

A synthesis essay should be organized so that others can understand your purpose, your sources, 

and evaluate your comprehension of them and their presentation of specific data, themes, etc.  

The following format works well for an objective or report synthesis paper (an argumentative 

synthesis introduces your claim, stating why it is worth considering and how you will 

demonstrate it):   

The introduction (usually one paragraph)--you write this way for a literature 

review, where you do not take a position, rather than for an argumentative 

synthesis, where you do: 
    1.    Contains a one-sentence statement that sums up the focus of your synthesis.  

    2.    Also [can] introduce the texts to be synthesized:  

            (i)  Gives the title of each source (following the citation guidelines of whatever style    

                  sheet you are using);    

            (ii)  Provides the name of each author;  

            (ii)  Sometimes also provides pertinent background information about the authors,   

                  about the texts to be summarized, or about the general topic from which the   

                  texts are drawn.   

The body of a synthesis essay:  
This should be organized by theme, point, similarity, or aspect of the topic.  Your organization 

will be determined by the assignment or by the patterns you see in the material you are 

synthesizing.  The organization is the most important part of a synthesis, so try out more than 

one format.  
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    Be sure that each paragraph:  

    1.     Begins with a sentence or phrase that informs readers of the topic of the paragraph;  

    2.     Includes information from more than one source;  

    3.     Clearly indicates which material comes from which source using lead in phrases and  

            in-text citations.  [Beware of plagiarism:  Accidental plagiarism most often occurs  

            when students are synthesizing sources and do not indicate where the synthesis   

            ends and their own comments begin or vice vers[a].]  

    4.    Shows the similarities or differences between the different sources in ways that make  

            the paper as informative as possible;  

    5.    Represents the texts fairly--even if that seems to weaken the paper! Look upon  

            yourself as a synthesizing machine;  you are simply repeating what the source says,  

            in fewer words and in your own words.  But the fact that you are using your own   

            words does not mean that you are in anyway changing what the source says.   

Conclusion.  
When you have finished your paper, write a conclusion reminding readers of the most significant 

themes you have found and the ways they connect to the overall topic.  You may also want to 

suggest further research or comment on things that it was not possible for you to discuss in the 

paper. If you are writing a background synthesis, in some cases it may be appropriate for you to 

offer an interpretation of the material or take a position (thesis).  Check this option with your 

instructor before you write the final draft of your paper.   

By Sandra Jamieson, Drew University, 1999, at her synthesis page.   
Adapted from material written by Rebecca Moore Howard and Sandra Jamieson. 

 

  

http://www.users.drew.edu/sjamieso/synthesis.html#writing

