Five Ways of Looking at a Thesis 
1. A thesis says something a little strange. 

A: Barbie products teach children how to use their imagination.    

B: “Upon closer examination, Barbie products foster materialism in young females through both their overwhelmingly large selection and their ability to create a financially carefree world for children, sending the message that excessive consumption is acceptable” (Lin 35).
Both of these statements, I would contend, are perfectly correct. Only the second one says something, well, weird. Weird is good. Sentence A encourages the paper to produce precisely the evidence that people often talk about in relation to Barbie; sentence B ensures that the paper will talk about something new. 

Many good papers start by pointing out something that seems not to make sense and then making sense of it. 
2. A thesis creates an argument that builds from one point to the next. 

A: Princess dolls and superhero figures teach children how to act. 

B: By looking at Disney’s line of princess dolls, toys marketed to little girls, and superhero figures, toys marketed to little boys, we can see how the toys teach boys and girls very different lessons, with the dolls emphasizing beauty and passivity and the figures emphasizing strength and action. 

This applies mostly to comparison/contrast papers. If the components of your argument can be rearranged without changing the thesis, your thesis has a problem. 
3. A thesis fits comfortably into the Magic Thesis Sentence (MTS). 

The MTS: 

By looking at _____, we can see _____, which most people don't see; this is important because _____. 

Try it out with the above examples. 

4. A thesis says something about the text(s) you discuss exclusively. 
Back to the first example: 

A: Barbie products teach children how to use their imagination.    
B: “Upon closer examination, Barbie products foster materialism in young females through both their overwhelmingly large selection and their ability to create a financially carefree world for children, sending the message that excessive consumption is acceptable” (Lin 35).
Try substituting other texts: 

A: LEGO products teach children how to use their imagination.    
Sure. Bad sign. 

B: Upon closer examination, LEGO products foster materialism in young females through both their overwhelmingly large selection and their ability to create a financially carefree world for children, sending the message that excessive consumption is acceptable” (Lin 35).
Um, nope. Good sign. 

5. A thesis makes a lot of information irrelevant. 

One more time:
A: Barbie products teach children how to use their imagination.    
A description of all Barbie products would support this thesis. Bad sign. A strong thesis focuses on a specific part of the text you are analyzing in order to make a specific claim. 

B: “Upon closer examination, Barbie products foster materialism in young females through both their overwhelmingly large selection and their ability to create a financially carefree world for children, sending the message that excessive consumption is acceptable” (Lin 35).
This thesis focuses on the variety of items sold and only those particular items that “create a financially carefree world.” Good sign. Your reader knows precisely which parts of it you'll be talking about and why. 

(This page was adapted from Geoffrey Bankowski’s handout, which was borrowed from http://www.english.upenn.edu/~esimpson/Teaching/thesis.html 1/31/03 with the kind permission of Erik Simpson for use in teaching.)
