Developing a Three-Part Divided Thesis

A divided thesis states your claim and previews your main points. Typically, three points are previewed. However, you may also have two or four main points. More than that tends to be unwieldy. Having only one point may mean your paper lacks depth.

One way to find a thesis is to answer the question you researched. After reviewing studies on capital punishment, Professor Jeffrey A. Fagan asks:

As states across the country adopt reforms to reduce the pandemic of errors in capital punishment, we wonder whether such necessary and admirable efforts to avoid error and the horror of the execution of the innocent won't—after many hundreds of millions of dollars of trying—burden the country with a death penalty that will be ineffective, unreasonably expensive, and politically corrosive to the broader search for justice. 

His article raises the question, but does not answer it. To develop a thesis, you must go one step further. A thesis cannot just pose a question; it needs to provide an answer. For example, Attempts to reform the death penalty may actually be counter-productive, making capital punishment ineffective, unreasonably expensive, and destructive to America’s system of justice.
Position or thesis: Attempts to reform the death penalty may be counter-productive.

Claim 1: Reforms will make capital punishment ineffective.

Claim 2: Reforms will make capital punishment unreasonably expensive.

Claim 3: Reforms will be destructive to America’s system of justice.

To argue the opposite side, you might say: Critics claim that attempts to reform capital punishment will fail. But reforms are needed because [Reason 1], [Reason 2], [Reason 3.]

For more help, see James Delaney’s discussion of how to use prewriting techniques to develop a thesis at http://www.cayuga-cc.edu/pdf/academics/writingassistance/howto_develop_thesis.pdf
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