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Writing Analytically 101 

Some writing guidelines you should always follow:  
 

1. Use active voice and present tense (Milton illustrates NOT Milton had illustrated). 
 

2. Never assume the author is the narrator—braver men than you have sunk to dishonor for such rash 
assumptions.  Say “the narrator” or “the speaker.”  In such cases as the narrator has the persona of 
the author, as in The Divine Comedy, state “Dante the Pilgrim .” 
 

3. Identify the author by last name every time after the first use of his/her full name. 
 

4. Don’t use “you” in formal writing.  “You” refers to your reader, and you can accuse him/her of awful 
things that way.  I’ve been accused of murdering, going to prison, picking flowers, bribery, extortion, 
crying, and having babies all because a student wrote “When you murder someone, you go to prison, 
even if you try to cry your way out of it, you pick flowers for the judge, or you have a baby.  You don’t 
get out of a murder rap.”  Clearly.  And I’ve only done a few of those things. 

 
5. Avoid using at all “I think,” “I believe,” or “I feel.”  You emasculate your argument and infantilize your 

ideas.  One exception: it is acceptable to state “I would argue…” in the case of clarifying your 
argument or refuting another scholar’s interpretation.  Example: “While Butler states…, I would 
argue that he overlooks….” In this instance, you want to give credit where credit is due. 

 
6. Stick to what is, not what if!  Anchor your analysis in what the text actually says, and do not try to 

support your mind nuggets by explaining what a text doesn’t do.  Reflect and think critically about 
the point you are trying to make when you say, “If Adam had not let Eve leave, then the fall would 
not have happened and their marriage would still be perfect.”  The fact is that Adam did let Eve leave, 
so analyze the result of that tragic error in judgment.  

 
7. Do not create your own quotes!  Example: “Eve couldn’t believe a serpent was talking to her and she 

thought, ‘Oh my gosh! A talking serpent—what the heck?’”  The author provides enough evidence to 
support your claim without you going rogue and rewriting his/her text. 

 
8. For a timed AP essay, focus on the text you are trying to understand and preparing to discuss with 

information you have at hand.  For longer term papers, it’s expected that you will make larger 
connections beyond the immediate page through research. 

 
9. Avoid empty praise because you do not know what to write.  Instead, follow the critical reading 

steps above and assert a provable claim.  Consider these examples:  
 

NO: John Milton is a fantastic poet who uses brilliant imagery and symbols to describe 
Adam and Eve’s marriage. (How is one supposed to prove Milton is “fantastic” and that he 
uses imagery and symbols “brilliantly”?  All you make me want to do is call him and tell him 
another person thinks his epic, timeless poem is “fantastic.”)  
 
YES: Milton suggests that God intended Man and Woman to be equals and co-partners in 
marriage when he illustrates the domestic content and matrimonial love evident through 
their epithets of affection and bucolic tone and imagery of the Garden. (This is a provable 
thesis since I can prove Milton uses epithets, illustrates content/love, etc.) 
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The following list of analytical verbs is a great tool to use when writing formal 

critical analysis.  It is by no means exhaustive, but meant merely to get your 

verb-groove on:  

 

Words for Explanation: 

Examines 
Explores 
Demonstrates 
Develops 
Contrasts/compares 
Juxtaposes 
Parallels 
Identifies 

Emphasizes 
Observes  
Focuses 
Defines 
Relates 
Mirrors 
Alludes to  
Organizes 

 

Words for Elaboration: 

Suggests 
Illustrates 
Shows 
Indicates 
Argues 
Implies 
Demonstrates 
Connotes 
Reinforces 
Provides 

Creates 
Clarifies 
Relates 
Exemplifies 
Expresses 
Insinuates 
Illuminates/Elucidates 
Alludes to 
Balances  
Clarifies 

 
 


