Writing Sample Structure

Disclaimer: There is no one “correct” way to compose a writing sample. It is always a good idea to get as much feedback as possible on your application materials. This document is just intended to serve as a starting point.

General notes: Most writing samples are restricted to a page count. Sometimes programs neglect to mention if the document should be single-spaced or double-spaced. In most cases, it is safe to assume that double-spaced is the expectation. Regardless, the writing sample is about quality over quantity. Programs do not expect you to submit a publishable draft as a writing sample. Instead, the writing sample is meant to measure your ability to navigate a philosophical conversation in a clear and concise way. For that reason, it is usually best to aim for a writing sample that is 3,000-5,000 words and has a structure that is easy to follow.

Tip: Signposting is an excellent technique (for all philosophical writing). Remember, admission committees have to read over dozens of applications. And sometimes a reader will give up after a minute if they struggle to follow your account. One way to prevent this from happening is to signpost – announce what you have accomplished in the essay up to a certain point and what you have left to address. For example, you could start a paragraph with a transition like: “Up to this point, I have argued X. Next, I will explain how X connects to Y.”

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Introductory Paragraph:

· Identify the subject of the essay (e.g., ecological restoration, causal explanation, euthanasia)
· Briefly motivate the essay – why should people care about the subject?
· State the thesis [MOST IMPORTANT STEP] (“My thesis is…” / “I will argue…”)
· The thesis must be easy to understand. Do not treat your essay like a suspenseful thriller. Readers want to know exactly what they should expect from your essay.

Overview Paragraph:

· Provide a short overview of the essay – each section of the essay should be summarized in 1-2 sentences
· “This essay is divided into three sections. First, … Second, … Third, … Lastly, I conclude…”

Body Paragraphs: (there is no standard template, but body paragraphs tend to do one or more of the following)

· Summarize a scholarly perspective on the problem
· Discuss how other scholars critique a viewpoint or an argument
· Define a concept
· Describe how the concept is applied to the problem
· Provide an example

* Note: The body paragraphs showcase your ability to navigate a philosophical discussion. You want to make sure that you clearly articulate how each body paragraph contributes to a single overarching narrative. Do not try to share every thought that you have ever had on the subject. You want to demonstrate discipline. Some things are “outside the scope of this essay.”
Evaluation / Critical Reflection:

· Evaluate the discussion that you have articulated in the body paragraphs – what is your view?
· Identify the features of the account that you think are most relevant [THESIS]
· Explain why the features are most relevant [THESIS]
· Present potential criticisms to your position
· Respond to the potential criticisms

* Note: This part of the writing sample is as important as the body paragraphs. It is at this point where you want to show that you can (1) synthesize a rich body of literature and (2) formulate a cogent thought. Again, the thesis does not need to be something completely original. Instead, you want to demonstrate that you know how philosophy is practiced – we evaluate existing arguments, posit a response to the existing arguments, and test our response against potential counterarguments.

Conclusion Paragraph: (almost identical to the overview paragraph)

· Briefly summarize the steps in the essay
· Reaffirm the thesis
· Hint at how your essay sets the stage for future research on the subject [not always necessary]

Bibliography: Writing samples can successfully use as few as 3-5 sources if the subject concerns primary texts (e.g., Plato, Descartes, Hegel) and a whole lot more if the essay is based on an applied topic (e.g., environmental ethics, bioethics, philosophy of technology). Regardless, the recommendation is always the same – cite sources for a reason. Different sources can substantiate an empirical claim. Other sources will serve a foundational role in the philosophical narrative that you construct.
