English 105  
Effective and Ineffective Introductions

Opener 1



In the second scene of the first Act of William Shakespeare’s The First Part of King Henry the Fourth, Prince Hal presents a soliloquy which serves as the crux of this play.  Although this play would appear by the title to tell of King Henry IV, actually the principal character is the King’s son, Hal.  The play reveals what seems to be a remarkable change in character for the Prince and follows his exploits in a civil war waged against his father . . .

Effective or ineffective?  Why?

Ineffective.  I’d rank it 4th out of 4 openings shown here.  The first sentence seems like an Abbot and Costello “Who’s On First” routine with the “second scene of the first Act . . . The First Part of King Henry the Fourth.”  Telling us the location of this soliloquy is a weak opening line.  The writer seems unsure of their subject which is possibly why they started with the one thing they were sure of—the location of the soliloquy.  The “remarkable change in character” is too vague.  Basically, we still don’t know what this paper is about.

Opener 2


Shakespeare’s Hamlet, admired for its poetic style and intriguing characters, has remained a classic for over three centuries.  The character of Hamlet is probably one of Shakespeare’s most perplexing and most pleasing.  He is easily identified with because of his multi-faceted personality and his realistic problems.

Effective or Ineffective?  Why?

Ineffective.  Many people are fooled by this opening and rate it as one of the two best openings.  But I rate it as 3rd out of 4.  Here’s why.   Although its sentences are grammatically correct and even have some nice alliteration in sentences two and three   “probably . . . perplexing . . . pleasing. . . . personality . . . problems,” this paragraph is really an example of the art of saying nothing in a pleasing manner.  
Let’s look closer.  Sentence 1 tells us that Hamlet has been a classic for three centuries.  No kidding.  Any 7th grader can tell you that.  Sentences 2 and 3 tell us that Hamlet is a complex character.  Really?  Is that why all those actors want to play Hamlet before they die?  And what thesis is proposed?  You can identify with Hamlet because of his complex character and recognizable problems.  Gee, that tired thesis has only been used by about 3 million students (and I’m seriously underestimating here) before you.  Trust me, no Shakespeare teacher or scholar ever wants to read a paper on this thesis again.

Opener 3


He killed his brother.  He married his brother’s wife.  He stole his brother’s crown.  A cold-hearted murderer, he is described by his brother’s ghost as “that incestuous, that adulterate beast” (I.v.42).  The bare facts appear to stamp him an utter moral outlaw.  Nonetheless, as his soliloquies and anguished asides reveal, no person in Hamlet demonstrates so mixed a true nature as Claudius, the newly made King of Denmark.

Effective or Ineffective?  Why?

Effective.  I rank this as the best of the bunch.  It demands your attention with its dramatic opening sentences (which are dramatically short).  True, it uses summary (which can be dangerous), but to make a point.  Then it turns the point on its head—Claudius appears to be an utter moral outlaw, but not really.  And, hold it, this writer dares to write that Claudius is the most complex character in Hamlet.  Wait a minute, that’s supposed to be Hamlet.  You mean this writer actually dares to go against conventional wisdom with a controversial thesis.  Yeah.  And what’s more, I’m interested in reading the rest to see if they can pull it off.  
Opener 4


In The Taming of the Shrew, the servant is really a lord, and the lord’s wife is really a page, and the schoolmaster is really a suitor, and the crazy suitor is really a wise old fox, and the perfect beauty is really a shrew, and the shrew is really a perfect wife, and things are not as they seem.  Even the play itself pretends not to be a play by putting on a production within a production.  In it, three characters are being duped by this rampant role-playing.  By the examples of Sly, Kate, and Bianca, Shakespeare acquaints us with the effects of wealth, love, and power, respectively, and shows how the emergence of an inner (perhaps truer) character can be said to have been tamed.  However, the “taming” occurs only as a result of the manipulation of the supposers by the posers.  Moreover, while things are not as they seem because of the dual-roled characters, neither does the “taming” suggested by the title ever really take place.

Effective or Ineffective?  Why?

Effective.  I rank it second best.  Okay.  First, you’ve got to get over the fact that long sentences can be good.  The opening sentence is dramatically long and very effective.  It is a cumulative sentence, which begins with a listing of the evidence, and ends with an intriguing conclusion.  Read it aloud and notice the rhythm.  The repetition of the ands at the beginning of the clauses is a stylistic device known as anaphora.  The second line continues nicely off the ending of sentence 1 and has some nice alliteration (again with p’s).  I think the author loses their footing a bit in the middle of the paragraph; however, the ending is quite good.  The last sentence harkens back to the first with its “dual-roled characters.”  And the thesis—that the shrew isn’t tamed—once again challenges conventional wisdom—considering the play is titled The Taming of the Shrew.  Is this an interesting thesis?  Definitely.  Does the author give us some evidence that perhaps things aren’t as they seem in the play? Yes.  So, once again, I’m intrigued to see if they can support an interesting claim.  

Some Observations and Suggestions about Creating an Effective Introduction

Both Introductions and Conclusions (subject of another lesson later) will be points of emphasis in the grading of your papers throughout the semester.  I believe a good introduction is critical to the success of a paper.  In many cases, if the introduction isn’t good, the reader simply stops reading.   So what can you do to improve your introductions?  Here are a few tips:

1) Before you start writing finish the following statement: “I contend that . . .”

Your claim should be something that could be argued.  “I contend that smoking is bad for you” is not really arguable given today’s medical knowledge about the effects of tobacco.  

2) Turtle up—stick your neck out and make a claim that intrigues you and, hopefully, your reader.  Note how the two best intros above both had intriguing claims.

3) For some people, talking out the intro before writing helps.  And, of course, you should always read it aloud afterwards to hear the rhythm and sound of your words.

4) Try natural simple prose.  No Engfish (artificially stilted language that only 

occurs in English papers).  Forget the thesaurus.  Look at the simple language of the best intro above.  

5) Try the front door.  Don’t be afraid to come right out and state your claim.

6) Intros are difficult.  Often we try and write our way into the intro, which is fine so long as we go back and edit the intro once we’ve found our way in.  The first intro sounds like someone trying to write their way in.  Frequently when reading drafts, readers discover that the real opening paragraph is paragraph 2 or 3.  That’s w hen the writer figured out what they were trying to say.  

7) Go to extremes.  Try the dramatically short opening sentence.  Then try a dramatically long openings sentence.

8) Strive for concrete details.  Note the details provided in the opening lines of the best two intros.

9) Look for an apt quotation.

10) Consider saving your knockout punch for the end of the paragraph.  Both the best intros did this (though that isn’t to say that you must always do so).

11) Your paper really opens with the title.  How do people decide which article to read first.  Often, they simply go with the most interesting title.  Be sure and spend time coming up with a good title for all papers in this class.

The 5 Paragraph Essay
I know many of you have been taught to write using the 5 paragraph essay format.  For this class and really for just about anything other than an essay exam, I’d like you to forget the 5 paragraph essay.  

First off, the 5 paragraph essay only appears in school.  It is a bit like a kid learning to paint by paint-by-numbers.   You’ll never become Picasso by painting-by-the-numbers and you’ll never become a great writer by writing 5 paragraph essays.  There was a purpose to it and that was to teach you the basics of structure; however, you are beyond that now.  In fact, I only recommend using the 5 paragraph essay if you are writing a short answer essay exam as there structure may by you a couple of extra points when others are busy throwing everything against the wall to see what sticks.
Thus, I don’t want to see a paper in this class in which you tell me what you’re going to say in the first paragraph, make point A in paragraph 2, point B in paragraph 3, point C in paragraph 4, and then tell me what you just said again in the conclusion.  I’m a smart guy who gets bored easily and that will bore me and result in you getting a poor grade.  

So, we’re going to break those 5 paragraph essay rules.  Instead of that boring 5 paragraph essay opening and the horrid rehash conclusion, I want you to write an attention-getting opening and a conclusion that does something other than rehash.   Heck, your thesis doesn’t even have to appear in the first paragraph.
The 4 intros were taken from Writing With Style by John R. Trimble.  

