
ENGL 1301 Writing Assignment:  Synthesis Essay 

 

Purpose:  A synthesis essay is often described as integrating material (or ideas) from several sources into a coherent 
piece of writing.  When you synthesize, you reflect on ideas you have found in various sources, establish on your own the 
connections among those ideas, and then determine how the ideas and connections can advance the purpose of your 
writing.  This features independent thinking in which you evaluate, select, and use the material of others—which, of 
course, must be properly documented—to further your own purpose, your own sense of the important or crucial 
connections.  (For further discussion see pages 159-161 in our course textbook, From Inquiry to Academic Writing.)  The 
originality here is in the connections you perceive, demonstrate, and communicate. Everything that we've read or watched 
in class is available for you to use as source material in your synthesis (but you do not need to write about every source 
we've read--be selective). The first synthesis paper covers our readings (choose three) in the course up to the due date of 
the first synthesis paper draft.  The second synthesis will be over any three readings we have looked at since that time.  

Through this assignment, you are gaining practice in the key academic skills of summarizing and synthesizing, in 
developing your understanding of different readings and in practicing critical reading.  You will be practicing writing in the 
academic “style,” demonstrating persuasive linkages between diverse authors, using authors’ information and words to 
carry your points by summarizing, paraphrasing, introducing quotations, and documenting. 

Audience  Using the rules of standard written English, address the essay to your peers and me.  This essay is formal, so 
you should not use first-person pronouns (except in the introduction and conclusion if you have personal experience or 
stance to share) and second-person pronouns. 

A Suggested Procedure (not the only way you have to do this assignment) 

 Re-read or skim back through the articles you want to discuss, highlighting the main ideas.  Focus on the authors’ 
general statements and definitions of key terms (do they define “justice” or “self” or relationship to the divine?).   

 List the main points of information from your sources and identify where those points agree or contrast. 

 You might consider identifying all of the relevant similarities and differences that you find using your “synthesis 
worksheet” (page 147 in our textbook) and that we discussed in class, and organize those that most interest you into 
at least three topics of comparison of combine to make a point or argument.  (Having four or  five is doable; 
having more will probably result in shallow treatment and paragraphs that are too short given the required length of 
this paper).  Analyze the lists you’ve drawn up.  Then synthesize the readings through the topics you've chosen to 
discuss.  Spend less time evaluating the authors’ arguments or presenting your own opinion on the topics, and spend 
more time discussing the points of correspondence and disagreement between the authors you are examining and 
linking.  Remember that a synthesis is less about criticizing, for example, that one writer's view of literacy is correct 
while another writer's is incorrect, than it is about drawing attention to how the writers might reasonably and 
responsibly be brought into the same conversation on a given topic, shedding light on their common ground and 
points of disagreement.  A good synthesis is informative, offering new ways to look at the different authors by 
bringing their ideas and frameworks into conjunction.  For example, what would author X say about author Y's claim?  
What would author Z say about author X's perspective on Y?  Etc.   

 Create a general phrase that describes the differences that go together (your topics).  For example, if in a single 
paragraph you were to contrast two restaurants’ décor, lighting, and music, you might come up with a point of 
comparison called “atmosphere.”  

 Create a thesis statement and topic sentences that incorporate the points of comparison. We want a synthetic thesis 
(recall the exercise that we did in class combining summary position statements). 

 Identify the quotations that best convey the authors' evidence, points, or definitions. 

 Explain the differences using both your own words and the quotations that you've picked out. Work in some of the 
examples and details that the authors use. Devote a body paragraph to each point of comparison or topic. 

 Your essay should have a title, introduction, thesis, transitions, topic sentences, clear organization, coherent and 
unified paragraphs, documentation, a conclusion, and a works cited page. 

General requirements 
1. Length:  The essay should be at least 750 words long. 
2. Introduction and thesis statement:  Mention the authors and main titles in the introduction, and be sure to indicate 

your subjects and points of comparison in the thesis.  
3. Topic sentences:  Remember that topic sentences must specify or refer to all the ideas that circulate within a given 

paragraph.  Nothing in the paragraph should go outside the bounds set by the topic sentence.  In this case, in which 
you'll be discussing both subjects in the same paragraph, you must include the following in each topic sentence:  the 
point of comparison, the subjects, the emphasis on similarities or differences, and a transition. 
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4. Works Cited:  You need to use the MLA in-text citation format in your paper and include a Works Cited page with a 
citation for each of the articles.  Use the citation models from the course website.  Also, be sure to look "A Work in an 
Anthology, Reference, or Collection at Purdue’s MLA page.   

5. Quotations:  Include at least two quotations of a variety of length in each body paragraph, and introduce them in a 
variety of ways, e.g., tag lines: "In her chapter, 'The Observing Self,' Charlotte Beck declares that....". 

6. Paraphrasing:  Remember that paraphrasing involves changing the writer’s words and sentence structure.  Simply 
changing one or two words in the writer’s sentence is not enough. 

7. Page numbers:  At the end of sentences that include direct quotations, put in parentheses the page number, and if 
you don't mention the author's name in the sentence, include it with the page number as in the following examples:  
DiSilvestro argues that the tax money spent on preserving species should not be the only consideration because "[a] 
species that seems to have no intrinsic worth might be critical to the survival of another, more clearly valuable 
species" (104).  In addition, some animals such as elephants "may have greater value to its ecosystem" (DiSilvestro 
104). 

8. Evaluation:  The quality of the essay will be judged mainly on how thorough, clear, and well organized the essay is 
and on how well you support the presumed linkages you claim to exist between the authors you discuss.  See the 
synthesis grading sheet for the complete list of characteristics on which the essay will be graded. 

9. Format:  As usual, the essay must be typed (double-spaced) with 10-12 point font and one-inch margins.  You will 
need to turn in the following pages in this order.  I will deduct five points from essays that are missing any of the 
pages:  final copy, Works Cited, grading sheet(s), and they should be stapled together in that order. No title pages or 
binders or folders or covers around your papers please.   

http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/747/06/

