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Whenever you have had to make a choice between two or more 
options (which movie you want to see, which restaurant you want to 
go to, what time you want to meet your friends, etc.), you have used 
comparison and contrast.

Taste?

Most simply, a comparison and contrast essay describes the 
similarities and differences of two or more subjects. But, if you take 
a look at the previous examples, you use comparison and contrast to 
make a choice about your subject.  

Therefore, all comparison and contrast essays should have a focus 
for comparison, rather than merely listing similarities and 
differences. 

or$?

Atmosphere?

Time?

Location?

Comedy?

Action?



Writers use boxes, Venn diagrams, and/or charts for pre-
writing.  Pre-writing should be unbiased; list everything.  
Once you have your lists, select the most important 
characteristics to discuss in your essay.  



Getting Started
1. Analyze the subjects.
Write down the subjects you will be comparing (items, places, people, emotions).
Using a Venn diagram, write down every characteristic you can think of for each subject. 

Where the two subjects are the same, put them in the overlapping section of the 
circles.

2.   Ask yourself, "Why am I comparing these things?" 
You always compare subjects for a reason. You compare two presidential candidates to 

decide which one to vote for. You compare three pairs of shoes to decide which pair 
matches your needs.  In writing, you must answer the essay prompt in a way that 
shows that you understand the literature deeply.

3.   Which characteristics of the subjects are important for answering that 
question? 

Only certain characteristics of your subjects will help you answer the question.. Bill 
Clinton may have a bigger nose than all other candidates, but that fact will not help 
you decide how to vote. When deciding which characteristics best answers the 
question, you must select the most compelling, not just the most obvious.

Subject I Subject 2



Vehicle Comparison

Very coolNot very coolCoolness Factor

$14,000$13,000

Paved and unpaved 
roads

Paved roadsTerrain

Two passengers
Lots of cargo

Passengers
Some cargo

Usefulness

Small TruckSedanCharacteristics

Groups

CostLabels

4. Grouping and Labeling 
Based upon the selected qualities, how can I group and label them to present them effectively?  
Usually, grouping ideas together is easy. The trickiest part, labeling, makes you search for just 
the right word for each set of words.  Excel documents and tables make great charts.



5. Develop your labels plus opinion into a thesis statement.

While _______’s and _______’s abuses of power harm their 
communities, they most notably differ in motivation, values, 
and methods.

Like ________, _________’s  integrity in his/her private life, 
public actions, and defining moments provide good role 
models for young people.

Just as _________ and showed the dangers of mixing church 
and state, __________ today proves that it is problem to be 
resolved in public venues such as schools, buildings, and 
sporting events.

Remember: A thesis statement is a single, complete, declarative 
sentence which clearly presents an opinion without using I think.



6.  Research for quotes to back up each point of the thesis 
statement.  You can easily expand your prewriting chart so 
you can quickly list support.  Record citations as you collect 
support so you do not have to find it again later.

7.  Ready to write, you have two choices of format for the essay.

•“____” (Miller 345).
•______(Stewart 2).

SupportSubject 2Subject 1Characteristics



Essay Format Option I
BLOCK ARRANGEMENT

Introduction in which you state your purpose which is to discuss
similarities and differences between airplanes and helicopters.

Airplanes
A. Shape and design
B. Speed
C. Direction of takeoff and flight

Helicopters
A. Shape and design
B. Speed
C. Direction of takeoff and flight

Conclusion in which you restate the thesis and clinch the 
essay.

Introduction

Body-spread 

over 3 

paragraphs

Conclu
sion



The danger of using this pattern is that the writer may end with two separate essays 
instead of one unified essay or a four-paragraph essay rather than five. 

Guidelines

1. Each characteristic in Part 1 must also be discussed in Part 2. If you have nothing to 
say about the shape and design of helicopters, for example, don’t discuss those of 
airplanes. 

2. Characteristics should be discussed in the same order in both parts. 

3. Paragraphing should be balanced in both parts. If you write a whole paragraph about 
the speed of airplanes, write a paragraph about the speed of helicopters.  In Part 1, if 
you can cover direction of takeoff in one or two sentences, use one or two sentences 
for direction of takeoff in Part 2. 

4. Characteristics in Part 2 should generally include reminders of the point made about 
the same subtopic in Part 1. Use indicator words; mention airplanes before you discuss 
helicopters. 



Essay Format Option II

POINT-BY-POINT or ALTERNATING ARRANGEMENT

Introduction in which you state your purpose which is to discuss differences 
between airplanes and helicopters

Differences between airplanes and helicopters
A. Shape and design

1. Airplanes
2. Helicopters

B. Speed
1. Airplanes
2. Helicopters

C. Direction of takeoff and flight
1. Airplanes
2. Helicopters

Conclusion in which you restate your thesis statement and clinch the essay.

Introduction

Body-spread 

over 3 

paragraphs

nclu
sio

n

Co



The Differences Between Airplanes and Helicopters
Airplanes and helicopters are both important forms of air travel, but there are great differences 
between them. 

The first major difference between airplanes and helicopters is their shape and 
design. Airplanes, for example, have long, slender bodies with wings while helicopters have 
round bodies and propellers rather than wings.

Another difference between airplanes and helicopters is their speed. Airplanes can travel 
extremely fast, reaching speeds of over 1,875 miles (3,000 kilometers) per hour. Helicopters, 
on the other hand, are much slower than airplanes. 

The final difference between airplanes and helicopters is their direction of takeoff and 
flight. Airplanes take off horizontally and can move in a forward direction only. They need a 
lot of space for takeoff and landing. Airplanes regularly carry several hundred  
passengers. Helicopters, however, take off vertically and can move in any 
direction. Helicopters require a very small takeoff or landing space, and most helicopters carry 
only two to five passengers.

Because of the great differences between airplanes and helicopters, each is used for a 
specific purpose. Airplanes and helicopters, therefore, are both important forms of air travel.

Example: Quick-write on Topic.

A complete essay will use many details of support in each paragraph.



Transitions are essential to smooth out the 
comparison-contrast paper or gaping spaces 
make the essay jump from idea to idea.

Comparison: again, also, in the same way, once more, similarly, 
too, likewise

Contrast: although, but, despite, even though, however, in 
contrast, instead, on the contrary, on the one hand, on the other 
hand, still though yet, nevertheless, whereas

Examples:  
•Chicago is similar to Cleveland in that they both lie next to a great lake.
Unlike Cleveland, Cincinnati does not have a lake. 
•Indonesia as well as Japan are island nations.
While many Japanese people believe in Shintoism, the majority of Americans 
believe in Christianity. 



Required elements of Comparison-contrast Essays

• The thesis statement suggests the comparison and/or contrast and provides a reason 
or point for the comparison.

•The paper uses point-by-point or block organization pattern.

•Each topic sentence of the body paragraphs relates to the properly-sequenced thesis 
statement prong.

•Transitions between and within each paragraph help the reader move smoothly from 
idea to idea.

•Each body paragraph contains two or three cited support quotes, paraphrases, or 
explanations separated by comments.

•The introduction motivates the reader to read, providing some background 
information and ending with the thesis statement.

•The conclusion restates the thesis and ends with a a statement of how the subject of 
the essay serves as a warning/message to all and a memorable impression .
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