Composing an Argumentative Thesis Statement about Poetry
1. Does your thesis statement express an opinion about the poem?

In “My Papa’s Waltz” the speaker is an adult looking back at a childhood memory of his father.

In “My Papa’s Waltz” the speaker describes fear-filled nights with his drunken father. 

In “My Papa’s Waltz” the speaker describes how his drunken father would come home late and dance with him.

In “My Papa’s Waltz” the speaker fondly describes how his drunken father would come home late and dance with him.

2. Does your thesis statement answer the assignment?

In “My Papa’s Waltz” the speaker describes fear-filled nights with his drunken father. 

In “My Papa’s Waltz” the speaker lovingly describes fear-filled nights with his drunken father.
3. Is your thesis statement too specific to write about?

In “My Papa’s Waltz” the speaker fondly describes his mother’s frowning face.

In “My Papa’s Waltz” the speaker fondly describes his father’s dirty hands.

4. Can you support your thesis statement with evidence?

In “My Papa’s Waltz” the speaker is a child who would not go to bed when it was time so his father had to make up elaborate dances to get him tucked in.

In “My Papa’s Waltz” the speaker frightfully recalls how his childhood was filled with abuse and negligence. 

5. Does your thesis statement clearly signal to the reader what the essay will be about? Does it avoid wordiness and trying to pack too much into one sentence?
In “My Papa’s Waltz” the speaker frightfully recalls how his childhood was filled with abuse and negligence wherein his mother was always displeased with his father and his father’s drinking caused problems even with nightly tasks, such as putting the child to bed.  

6. Does your thesis statement avoid announcing itself?

What I intend to show in this essay is that the speaker in the poem “My Papa’s Waltz” has nostalgic tone as he looks back at himself as a young boy dancing with his drunken father.
7. Does your thesis statement avoid over qualifying?

In my opinion, I believe the poem “My Papa’s Waltz” has nostalgic tone as he looks back at himself as a young boy dancing with his drunken father.

Formal Outline Example (use complete sentences)
See BH pgs. 120-121 and pgs. 207-208

Outline

Thesis Statement: In “My Papa’s Waltz” the speaker’s tone is a mixture of loving affection and fear as he describes childhood nights with his drunken father.

I. The speaker uses sensory details to paint a picture of fun yet frightening childhood nights.
A. He describes the whiskey on his father’s breath and how it made him dizzy.
1. The drunken father immediately clashes with traditional images of loving, responsible fathers. However, he is not described as particularly intimidating throughout. 
2. Even though the father is drunk and dirty with scuffed knuckles, the speaker hangs on to his father as they both dance around the room. 
A. The images of the pots and pans sliding around conveys a joy in the dance as the mother frowns at them nearby. 

B. The mother is the typical image of a disapproving mother as a father and son roughhouse in the kitchen. She does not intervene or cry, merely frowns, which demonstrates that there is no real harm being done is the father’s drunken revelry. 
II. The images in the poem clearly describe what is happening but it is the author’s word choices that really bring the speaker’s attitude about his father and these drunken nights to the forefront.
A. The use of the word “dizzy” in the first stanza has connotations that can evoke negative feelings, such as being dizzy when one is ill or feinting. Also, though, it can have positive connotations, such as when one is in love or on a roller coaster. When the word is paired with the image of a drunken father, the tension of the word’s differing meanings perfectly express the tension the speaker feels in his fear and love of his father. 
B. Similarly there is tension between the word choices of “like death” and “romped.” “Like death” suggests the boy is full of fear and at any time the father could drop him. However, “romped” contradicts this with overtones of fun galloping or skipping around the house. 
III. Write concluding paragraph here
