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Thesis Statement Builder Worksheet 

Step-by-step formulas for creating strong analytical thesis statements 
 

 

WHAT MAKES A STRONG ANALYTICAL 
THESIS? 

Must Include: ✓ Specific claim about the text/subject ✓ “How” or “why” component 
(not just “what”) ✓ Arguable interpretation (not obvious fact) ✓ Roadmap of your 
analysis 

Should Avoid: ✗ Plot summary or description ✗ Obvious statements everyone agrees 
with ✗ Personal opinion without analysis (“I think…”) ✗ Questions (state your argument, 
don’t ask) 

 

 

THESIS FORMULAS BY ESSAY TYPE 

1. LITERARYANALYSIS THESIS 

Formula: [Author] uses [literary device/element] in [text] to [reveal theme/create effect] 
by [how/specific method]. 

Fill-in Template: In  ,  employs 
 (text title) (author) (literary element) 

to demonstrate/reveal/show   

by  . 

Example: “In The Great Gatsby, F. Scott Fitzgerald employs recurring vision imagery to 
demonstrate how characters’ distorted perceptions lead to their downfall by showing the 
gap between illusion and reality at every crucial moment.” 

 

Alternative Formula: Through [specific element], [text] explores [theme] by 
[method/technique]. 

Example: “Through Gatsby’s obsessive pursuit of the green light, the novel explores the 
corrosive nature of the American Dream by revealing how idealization prevents genuine 
human connection.” 

 

 

2. RHETORICAL ANALYSIS THESIS 

Formula: [Author/Speaker] [effectively/ineffectively] [persuades/informs/argues] 
[audience] by employing [strategy 1], [strategy 2], and [strategy 3] to [achieve purpose]. 

Fill-in Template: In  ,  effectively/ineffectively 
(speech/text) (author/speaker) 

appeals to  through   
(audience) (rhetorical strategies) 

in order to  . 
(purpose/goal) 

Example: “In his 2007 iPhone keynote, Steve Jobs effectively persuades tech consumers 
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and investors through strategic repetition, anticipation-building pauses, and accessible 
analogies to transform a product launch into a cultural moment.” 

 

Alternative Formula: [Author’s] use of [rhetorical appeals/strategies] in [text] 
[successfully/unsuccessfully] [achieves purpose] because [reason why it works/fails]. 

Example: “Martin Luther King Jr.’s use of biblical allusions and parallel structure in ‘Letter 
from Birmingham Jail’ successfully builds moral authority because these techniques 
connect civil rights to universally recognized principles of justice.” 

 

 

3. PROCESS ANALYSIS THESIS 

Formula: [Process] [succeeds/fails/works effectively] because [reason 1], [reason 2], and 
[reason 3], demonstrating [larger significance]. 

Fill-in Template:  proves effective/ineffective as a process because 
(process name) 

it  ,  , and  , (reason 1) (reason 2) 
(reason 3) 

ultimately revealing  . (larger 
significance) 

Example: “The peer review process in academic publishing proves ineffective because it 
perpetuates bias through anonymity, slows innovation through lengthy timelines, and lacks 
accountability measures, ultimately revealing systemic flaws that undermine scientific 
progress.” 

 

 

4. CHARACTER ANALYSIS THESIS 

Formula: [Character’s] [trait/behavior/development] reveals [theme/meaning] through 
[specific evidence pattern] and [what it shows about character/story]. 

Fill-in Template:  ’s  demonstrates 
 (character name) (trait/action) (what it reveals) 

through  , 

which shows   . 

Example: “Hamlet’s pattern of overthinking demonstrates the paralysis of moral 
complexity through his seven soliloquies, which show how intellectual depth can become 
an obstacle to necessary action.” 

 

Alternative Formula: While [character] appears to be [surface trait], closer examination 
reveals [deeper truth] through [evidence], suggesting [thematic significance]. 

Example: “While Daisy Buchanan appears to be Gatsby’s victim, closer examination 
reveals her active complicity in tragedy through her consistent choice of comfort over 
courage, suggesting Fitzgerald’s critique extends beyond male dreamers to include those 
who enable their delusions.” 

 

 

5. CAUSAL ANALYSIS THESIS 

Formula: [Effect] resulted from [primary cause], [contributing cause], and [contributing 
cause] because [explanation of causal mechanism]. 

Fill-in Template:  occurred because of  , 
 , (effect) (cause 1) (cause 2) 
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and  , which combined to  . (cause 
3) (explain how causes worked) 

Example: “The 2008 financial crisis occurred because of deregulation, predatory lending 
practices, and faulty risk models, which combined to create a housing bubble whose 
inevitable collapse cascaded through interconnected financial systems.” 

 

Alternative Formula: While [commonly blamed cause] contributed to [effect], the 
primary cause was [actual cause] because [evidence/reasoning]. 

Example: “While social media is commonly blamed for political polarization, the primary 
cause is algorithmic content curation because it creates echo chambers that shield users 
from opposing viewpoints, making social media the mechanism rather than the root cause.” 

 

 

STEP-BY-STEP THESIS BUILDING PROCESS 

Step 1: Identify What You’re Analyzing 

My text/subject:   

Type of analysis:   
 

Step 2: State the Obvious (What Everyone Sees) 

Obvious observation about the text/subject: 
 

 

 

Step 3: Ask “So What?” (Why Does It Matter?) 

Why is this observation significant? What does it reveal? 
 

 

 

Step 4: Ask “How?” (What’s the Mechanism?) 

HOW does the text achieve this effect? Through what specific means? 
 

 

 

Step 5: Combine Into Thesis 

Draft thesis combining elements from steps 2-4: 
 

 

 

 

Step 6: Test Your Thesis 

Is it arguable? (Could someone reasonably disagree?) [ ] Yes [ ] No 

Is it specific? (Names specific elements, not vague generalities?) [ ] Yes [ ] No 

Does it explain “how” or “why”? (Not just “what”?) [ ] Yes [ ] No 
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Is it sophisticated? (Goes beyond surface observations?) [ ] Yes [ ] No 

If you answered “No” to any question, revise your thesis. 

 

COMMON THESIS MISTAKES 

○ Mistake 1: Statement of Fact (Not Arguable) 

Bad: “The Great Gatsby is about the American Dream.” Why it’s bad: Everyone agrees; 
no argument to prove Fixed: “The Great Gatsby critiques the American Dream by showing 
how wealth and social status corrupt genuine human connection.” 

 

 

○ Mistake 2: Plot Summary Disguised as Thesis 

Bad: “In Romeo and Juliet, two teenagers from feuding families fall in love and die.” Why 
it’s bad: Just describes what happens, no analysis Fixed: “Shakespeare uses the rushed 
timeline in Romeo and Juliet to demonstrate how impulsive passion, not family conflict, 
drives the tragedy.” 

 

 

○ Mistake 3: Too Vague/Broad 

Bad: “Fitzgerald uses symbolism in The Great Gatsby.” Why it’s bad: Could apply to any 
literary work; no specific claim Fixed: “Fitzgerald’s recurring color symbolism— 
particularly green, white, and yellow—reveals characters’ moral corruption masked by 
surface beauty.” 

 

 

○ Mistake 4: Announcement, Not Argument 

Bad: “This essay will analyze Martin Luther King’s use of rhetoric.” Why it’s bad: 
Announces topic but makes no claim Fixed: “King’s strategic use of biblical allusions 
establishes moral authority that secular arguments alone could not achieve with his religious 
audience.” 

 

 

○ Mistake 5: Listing Without Significance 

Bad: “Steve Jobs uses repetition, pauses, and simple language in his iPhone keynote.” Why 
it’s bad: Identifies techniques but doesn’t explain their effect Fixed: “Steve Jobs 
transforms technical product details into an epic narrative through rhythmic repetition, 
strategic pauses, and accessible analogies that make audiences feel like witnesses to 
history.” 

 

 

○ Mistake 6: Personal Opinion Without Analysis 

Bad: “I think Hamlet is hesitant because he’s scared of ghosts.” Why it’s bad: Subjective 
opinion, simplistic interpretation Fixed: “Hamlet’s hesitation stems from his philosophical 
nature, which demands certainty in a morally ambiguous situation where revenge and 
justice conflict.” 

 

 

THESIS STRENGTH ASSESSMENT 

Evaluate these thesis statements. Rate each 1-5 (1=weak, 5=strong): 

1. “George Orwell’s 1984 is about totalitarianism.” Rating:  Problem: 
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2. “Through Newspeak, doublethink, and constant surveillance, Orwell demonstrates how 
totalitarian regimes maintain power by controlling language, thought, and truth itself.” 

Rating:  Strengths:   

3. “This paper will discuss symbolism in The Scarlet Letter.” Rating:  Problem: 
 

4. “Hawthorne uses the changing symbolism of the scarlet letter—from shame to ability to 

ambiguity—to show how meaning is socially constructed rather than inherent.” Rating: 
 Strengths:   

5. “In my opinion, social media causes depression.” Rating:  Problem: 
 

6. “While social media correlation with depression is well-documented, the causal 
mechanism operates through social comparison and FOMO, which exploit existing 
insecurities rather than creating new psychological vulnerabilities.” Rating:   
Strengths:   

 

PRACTICE EXERCISES 

Exercise 1: Literary Analysis 

Text: To Kill a Mockingbird by Harper Lee Element to analyze: Atticus Finch as a father 
figure Your task: Write a thesis analyzing what Atticus’s parenting reveals about the 
novel’s themes 

Your thesis: 
 

 

 

 

Exercise 2: Rhetorical Analysis 

Text: Greta Thunberg’s 2019 UN Climate Speech Task: Analyze how Thunberg uses 
rhetorical strategies to persuade her audience Consider: Her age, tone, word choice, 
appeals used 

Your thesis: 
 

 

 

Exercise 3: Character Analysis 

Text: The Great Gatsby Character: Daisy Buchanan Task: Analyze whether Daisy is a 
victim or villain (or both) 

Your thesis: 
 

 

 

 

Exercise 4: Causal Analysis 

Topic: The rise of true crime podcasts Task: Analyze what caused this genre’s popularity 
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Consider: Multiple causes and their relationships 

Your thesis: 
 

 

 

 

Exercise 5: Fix the Weak Thesis 

Weak thesis: “Shakespeare uses imagery in Macbeth.” 

Identify problems: 
 

Rewrite as strong thesis: 
 

 

 

 

ANSWER KEY 

Thesis Strength Assessment Answers: 

1. Rating: 1/5 - Statement of fact, not arguable, no analysis 

2. Rating: 5/5 - Specific strategies, explains mechanism, analyzes significance 

3. Rating: 1/5 - Announcement, not argument; too vague 

4. Rating: 5/5 - Specific symbol, tracks development, sophisticated interpretation 

5. Rating: 2/5 - Personal opinion, oversimplified causation, no nuance 

6. Rating: 5/5 - Distinguishes correlation from causation, explains mechanism, shows 
complexity 

 

 

Practice Exercise Sample Answers: 

Exercise 1: Literary Analysis (Atticus Finch) 

Strong thesis example: “Through Atticus Finch’s unconventional parenting—teaching 
empathy through perspective-taking, modeling integrity over popularity, and treating 
children as rational beings—Lee argues that moral education requires active demonstration 
rather than abstract preaching, making Atticus the novel’s embodiment of its central lesson 
about walking in another’s shoes.” 

Why it works: - Identifies specific parenting approaches - Explains what these reveal 
(theme about moral education) - Connects character to larger novel meaning - 
Sophisticated interpretation, not plot summary 

 

Exercise 2: Rhetorical Analysis (Thunberg) 

Strong thesis example: “Greta Thunberg’s 2019 UN speech subverts traditional rhetorical 
authority by weaponizing her youth—using blunt accusatory language, emotional 
vulnerability, and moral clarity—to shame adult leaders through generational contrast, 
making her age her greatest rhetorical asset rather than a liability.” 

Why it works: - Identifies specific rhetorical strategies - Explains how they work 
(subversion, weaponizing youth) - Analyzes effectiveness for specific audience - Notes the 
irony of using “weakness” as strength 
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Exercise 3: Character Analysis (Daisy) 

Strong thesis example: “While Daisy Buchanan initially appears to be Gatsby’s romantic 
victim, her consistent pattern of choosing security over courage—from marrying Tom 
despite loving Gatsby to letting him take blame for Myrtle’s death—reveals her as a willing 
participant in her own objectification, suggesting Fitzgerald critiques not just male 
idealization but also women’s complicity in reducing themselves to objects.” 

Why it works: - Acknowledges surface interpretation then complicates it - Provides 
specific pattern of behavior as evidence - Analyzes what pattern reveals about character - 
Connects to larger thematic significance 

 

Exercise 4: Causal Analysis (True Crime) 

Strong thesis example: “The true crime podcast boom resulted from the convergence of 
narrative podcast technology, a predominantly female audience seeking community around 
shared fears, and a cultural moment grappling with systemic justice failures, which 
combined to create a format that transforms entertainment consumption into amateur 
advocacy.” 

Why it works: - Identifies multiple causes (technology, audience, cultural moment) - 
Explains how causes interact - Notes unexpected result (entertainment becoming 
advocacy) - Sophisticated causal analysis, not single-cause oversimplification 

 

Exercise 5: Fixed Thesis (Macbeth) 

Problems with original: - Too vague (which imagery?) - States fact, not argument - No 
explanation of significance - Could apply to any Shakespeare play 

Strong revision: “Shakespeare’s blood imagery in Macbeth—evolving from symbol of 
honor to guilt to obsession—charts Macbeth’s psychological deterioration, demonstrating 
how moral transgression, once committed, permanently stains the conscience despite all 
attempts at cleansing.” 

Why it works: - Specific type of imagery (blood) - Tracks how it changes (honor → guilt 
→ obsession) - Explains what change reveals (psychological deterioration) - Connects to 
theme (permanence of guilt) 

 

 

QUICK REFERENCE: THESIS CHECKLIST 

Before finalizing your thesis, check: 

 Arguable - Someone could reasonably disagree 

 Specific - Names particular elements, not general concepts 

 Analytical - Explains “how” or “why,” not just “what” 

 Sophisticated - Goes beyond obvious observations 

 Clear - Reader understands your exact argument 

 Provable - You can support it with evidence 

 Focused - Makes one main argument, not three separate claims 

 Significant - Reveals something meaningful, not trivial 
 

 

UPGRADE YOUR THESIS 

Weak → Strong Transformations: 

Level 1 (Weak): States obvious fact “Hamlet delays killing Claudius.” 

Level 2 (Better): Adds interpretation “Hamlet delays killing Claudius because he 
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overthinks.” 

overthink revenge, leading to delay.” 

   
 

reveals the tragedy of intellectual consciousness confronting medieval honor codes.” 

  

    

        
   

       
  

    
     

 

analysis and evidence, revise until you can. 
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