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Essay Checklist 

Format 
  Paper:  white; standard letter size (8.5x11”); printed one side only 
  Font:   Any 12 pt standard font (Times, Courier, etc.) 
  Margins:  1” 
  Spacing:  double, except for indented quotations, which may be single-spaced 
  Pagination:  pages are numbered; headers with your surname are a good idea 
  Binding:  paper clips or staples; no fancy covers 

Organization 
☐ Does the title express the theme of the essay and name the work(s) discussed? 
☐ Does the introductory paragraph name the topic and work(s) discussed? 
☐  Does it present a thesis (a main argument; a strong, controlling idea)? 
☐  Does it indicate the order in which the ideas/arguments will be presented? 
☐ In the body of the essay, does each paragraph contain a topic sentence which is clearly related 
 to a point in the introduction? 
☐  Is each paragraph unified (does every sentence develop the topic)? 
☐  Is each paragraph coherent (is the logical relation between sentences clear)? 
☐  Does each paragraph contain reasons to support the topic sentence, or details and examples to 
 clarify it? 
☐  Is there any plot summary? If so, get rid of it. 
☐  Are there any paragraphs shorter than three sentences? (There usually shouldn’t be.) 
☐  Do all the paragraphs follow one another logically, in the order indicated in the intro.? 
☐  Are there effective transitions between paragraphs? 
☐  Does the conclusion sum up the evidence presented in the body, and show its relationship to  
 the thesis statement? 
☐  Does it indicate the significance of this relationship? 
☐  Does it avoid introducing new ideas or evidence?  
☐  Does the length of the essay conform to the requirements of the assignment? 

Writing 
☐  Is the point of view in the third person? Avoid the first (“I”) and second (“you”) persons. 
☐  Is it written in the present tense (eg. “Jane leaves Rochester”) except where there is good  
 reason to use the past or future (eg. actions which occurred before the story began).  
☐  Is the tone appropriate for a formal essay (ie. no slang)? 
☐  Are things said in the most natural and direct way (ie. no false “essay-speak”)?  
☐  Is the tone consistent throughout? 
☐  Does the essay avoid cliches like the plague? 
☐  Does the essay avoid generalities (eg. “Charlotte Brontë was the greatest novelist of the  
 nineteenth century”)? (Pet peeve: “society” used as a catchall, as in, “Today’s society…”) 
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☐  Is the meaning always clear? 
☐  Can any words be eliminated to make the writing more forceful? (Tip: take out every “very.”) 
☐  Can words be changed to make the meaning more precise? 
☐  Has the grammar been carefully checked? Has anything iffy been checked in a handbook?  
☐ any run-on sentences?  
☐ comma splices?  
☐ sentence fragments?  
☐ are pronoun references clear?  
☐ is the punctuation correct?  
☐ are possessives formed correctly?  
☐ have unnecessary commas been removed?  
☐ have any contractions [eg. “won’t”] been removed? 
☐  When primary or secondary sources are quoted directly, are they introduced smoothly? 
☐  Are they quoted exactly, word for word, comma for comma? 
☐  Have quotations of more than four lines (or three lines of verse) been indented?  
☐  When any words have been omitted from a quotation, have ellipses (“…”) been used? 
☐  If any words have been added to a quotation, are they contained by square brackets [--]? 
☐  Are all quotations referenced properly? Are all the times you put someone else’s ideas in  
 your own words referenced properly? 

Final steps 
☐  Has the bibliography been carefully prepared, according to MLA format? 
☐  Have all the sources used been included, including the course text? 
☐  Has the essay been spellchecked? Have any questionable words been checked in a dictionary?   
 And are all English words spelled in Canadian English? 
☐  Has the essay been carefully proofed? (Proofread three times, each time holding a ruler under 
 each line, looking at every word. The first time concentrate on usage; the second time  
 focus on spelling; the third time look for errors in capitalization and punctuation.)  
☐  Were you able to convince a friend/roommate/family member to proofread it again? 
☐  Does the title page include the following: your name and I.D. #; your title; the course number 
 and section; the name of the instructor (spelled correctly!)? 
☐  Was the essay printed well ahead of time, in order to avoid Murphy’s Law of Printers? 
☐  Has a backup copy been made and has the file been saved on the hard drive? 
☐  Have notes and rough copies been saved? 
☐  After the essay is handed in, did you give yourself a treat, even a small one? 

Pithy comment:  

An unpublished writer tries to get it perfect; a published writer gets it done by Tuesday.  
       Joanna Russ, Novelist


