Using Quotes in your Writing

When you use passages from a book, and examples from any text, to support your arguments in an essay, you must be sure that you explain each example, and each quote.  For example:


Harry Potter is a very loyal friend.  Hermione says, “Gee Harry, you really stood by me today,” (Sorcerer’s Stone, p. 45).  Snape tells Harry, “You and your band of pitiful friends,” (Goblet of Fire, p. 697).  Also,  Dumbledore says, “Harry, your friendship is like gold,” (Half-Blood Prince, p. 473).  Clearly, Harry is a loyal friend.

In the above paragraph, the author has done exactly as was asked by providing a quote from the book for each example of Harry’s loyal friendship.  However, without explanation, these quotes don’t make sense and the paragraph reads very poorly.  RULE OF THUMB: Each time you put a quotation in your writing, be sure that you are answering the question, “So What?” for your reader.  For example:


Harry Potter is a very loyal friend.  When Harry lies about why they were all caught in the girls’ toilette by the Troll, Hermione says, “Gee Harry, you really stood by me today,” (Sorcerer’s Stone, p. 45).  This shows that Hermione realizes that Harry is being a good friend.  Later in the series, when Professor Snape says, “You and your pitiful band of friends,” he is referring to the fact that Harry always has the help of his pals to get things done, that they stick together like glue, which is another example of Harry’s loyalty (Goblet of Fire, p. 697).  Finally, in order to impress upon Harry the importance of the strong ties he has to his friends, Dumbldore tells Harry, “…your friendship is like gold,” because it is very important that Harry has friends while Voldemort doesn’t (Half-Blood Prince, p. 473).  Clearly, Harry is a loyal friend.

In this re-write of the same paragraph, you can see how the student has provided context and explanations for the same quotes, in each instance answering the question, “So what?” about why the quote is important or relevant.

