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Using signposts in academic writing

When you’re driving in an unfamiliar city, or finding your way through a new building, or a new university campus, you depend on signposts to tell you where you are, and how to get where you want to go. Navigating information is no different – and most readers can remember the experience of feeling lost in the middle of the page.

Signposts are vital to academic writing because they help writers guide readers to the most relevant part of whatever text or subject they are discussing. Many of the texts and artifacts that you will study in your college career are too large to be the subject of a 50-page paper, let alone a 4-5 page paper. Using signposts allows you to clearly explain your focus to your audience.

A verbal signpost is:

· Direct.  In this essay, I am going to use Emma Goldman’s criticisms of religious belief in order to explore Socrates’ criteria for governmental legitimacy as expressed in the Apology.
· Specific. In a good essay, nearly every paragraph has at least one signpost; some have two.  These signposts insure that audiences understand the function of the paragraph. 

· Designed to communicate, rather than impress. Few people would say, “Oh, look at that gorgeous signpost!” Directions aren’t meant to dazzle us with eloquence, but instead to be professionally useful. Similarly, in most fields of study that use essays to maintain discourse (this includes math and sciences as well as the humanities), readers are motivated by a specific goal or question, rather than a desire for beauty or rhetorical persuasion.
· Explicit, rather than tacit. Compare the following introductory sentences:
· “Socrates was very wise. He spent his whole life searching for wisdom in order to benefit the city of Athens where he lived.”
· “In Socrates’ case, legitimacy is based on individuals’ grasp of wisdom, and their willingness to pursue wisdom further.”
· The first sentence assumes that the reader will understand that wisdom is an important criteria for legitimacy according to Socrates. The second sentence makes it absolutely clear. 
The language below can be used to help you start including better signposts in your work. However, to use signposts successfully, you must combine this language with reference to specific passages and aspects of the texts that you are analyzing.

Basic signposts

· Straight Ahead
To continue or expand the same idea, begin with “Furthermore”, “Consequently”, “As a result”, “Moreover”, “In addition”, or “As well.”
· Changing Lanes
To switch to a new idea, open your sentence with “In contrast”, “Instead”, “However”, “On the other hand”, “To the contrary”. 

· Two Lanes
To compare two ideas, start with “Similarly”, “In the same way”, “Likewise”, or “Along the same lines”. 

· Curve
To add a new idea, with a little variety to keep the reader’s interest, try a question: “Was Hamlet a coward?” – and then, answer the question.
· Road Map
To outline the way you are going to develop an idea, use a broad statement: “There are many reasons for”, “The main causes can be explained as follows”, “The three qualities of a tragedy are”, or “Several consequences resulted.” 

· Green Lights
To lead your reader section by section through your ideas, use “To begin with”, “Second”, “Third”, “Next”, “A further point”, “Before I conclude”, “Finally”, and “In conclusion”.
Longer signposts (these are just a few examples – you can build your own, too)
“A and B are connected through …”
“The significance of X is that…”

“Understanding A helps us see B more clearly because…”

“______________ highlights the importance of …”

“But what about the problem of …?”

“However, it is a mistake to forget about …”

“___________ has attracted a lot of attention because of _________”

Some signposts are short phrases or single words; others are sentences, or even whole paragraphs. An introduction is often a signpost in itself: it explains to the reader what you’re going to tell them about. This always includes the sentence or sentences containing the kernel of your claim or thesis; but often, it also describes the sort of information, analysis, and perspective that you’re offering. If you’re focusing on data from a specific era or area, then it’s helpful to let readers know.  If there are complicating factors that you fear may make your argument prone to being misunderstood, mention them so that your audience will be prepared. 

Once you’ve written your signposted introduction, you can use it to help you write the rest of your essay. You need to tell them everything you promised you would in your opening paragraph (Ioannou). This involves one paragraph (and occasionally, more than one) in order to expand each of the ideas that you mentioned at the start. When you’ve finished a draft, you can test it by looking through the essay, paragraph by paragraph. Does it match up with your introduction? You may need to add or adjust a paragraph; but you may want to revise the arrangement of information in your intro, too.

Finally, signposts can be used to acknowledge the limits of your essay: Though there is ample material available for an inquiry into Harry Potter roleplaying at all primary and secondary grade levels, in this essay, I am restricting my subject matter to students in their first year of high school (9th and 10th grades).
Actually, we can make that signpost even stronger by adding another signpost on at the end:

Though there is ample material available for an inquiry into Harry Potter roleplaying at all primary and secondary grade levels, in this essay, I am restricting my subject matter to students in their first year of high school (9th and 10th grades), in order to examine roleplaying as a way of dealing with the transition between school levels.
Myth: Signposts are only for people who lack talent as writers.

Truth: Signposts are for everyone interested in communicating complex ideas, and in helping readers, rather than intimidating them. 

� Excerpted from Susan Ioannou, “Essay Tips for Student Writers.” http://www3.sympatico.ca/susanio/WWCtips.html
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