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This textbook is meant for
first year English
Composition Courses. The
text covers the essentials
of  composition  and
rhetoric in a recursive
manner and introduces
research skills.

When you are eager to get started on the coursework in
your major that will prepare you for your career, getting
excited about an introductory college writing course can be
difficult. However, regardless of your field of study, honing
your writing skills—and your reading and critical-thinking
skills—gives you a more solid academic foundation.

In college, academic expectations change from what you
may have experienced in high school. The quantity of work
you are expected to do is increased. When instructors
expect you to read pages upon pages or study hours and
hours for one particular course, managing your work load
can be challenging.

The quality of the work you do also changes. It is not
enough to understand course material and summarize it on
an exam. You will also be expected to seriously engage
with new ideas by reflecting on them, analyzing them,
critiquing them, making connections, drawing conclusions,
or finding new ways of thinking about a given subject.
Educationally, you are moving into deeper waters. A good
introductory writing course will help you swim.
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Part | The Composition Process

The Composition Process
at the college level is about
expanding your writing
abilities. The first course
in a series of first-year
writing courses focuses on
introducing students to the
concepts and practices of
rhetoric and composition.
The course prepares students to compose texts in a variety
of genres for various purposes, audiences, and contexts,
including digital environments. The course emphasizes
analytical and critical skills: rhetorical analysis, critical
thinking, argument, and reflection. Students use writing
processes to draft, peer review, revise, edit, and reflect on
their work. The course assignments and projects prepare
students for varied writing contexts at the university and in
their future professional career. This text contains readings
and assignments that prepare students for success.

Chapter 1: The Composing Process

“Writing in College” by Joseph M. Williams
and Lawrence McEnerney
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Writing
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1.1 Writing for College

Article links:

“Writing in College” by Joseph M. Williams and Lawrence
McEnerney

Chapter Preview

» Explain argument as a key concept in writing.

+ Interpret the key requirements of a writing
assignment.
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A YouTube element has been excluded from this version of
the text. You can view it online here:
https://composingourselvesandourworld.pressbooks.com/

?p=71

Writing in College
by Joseph M. Williams and Lawrence McEnerney

Part 1. Some crucial differences between high school
and college writing

From high school to college

Some students make very smooth transitions from writing
in high school to writing in college, and we heartily wish
all of you an easy passage. But other students are puzzled
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and frustrated by their experiences in writing for college
classes. Only months earlier your writing was winning
praise; now your instructors are dissatisfied, saying that
the writing isn’t quite “there” yet, saying that the writing
is “lacking something.” You haven’t changed—your writing
is still mechanically sound, your descriptions are accurate,
you’re saying smart things. But they’re still not happy.
Some of the criticism is easy to understand: it’s easy to
predict that standards at college are going to be higher
than in high school. But it is not just a matter of higher
standards: Often, what your instructors are asking of you is
not just something better, but something different. If that’s
the case, then you won’t succeed merely by being more
intelligent or more skillful at doing what you did in high
school. Instead, you’ll need to direct your skills and your
intelligence to a new task.

We should note here that a college is a big place and that
you’ll be asked to use writing to fulfill different tasks.
You’ll find occasions where you’ll succeed by
summarizing a reading accurately and showing that you
understand it. There may be times when you’re invited
to use writing to react to a reading, speculate about it.
Far more often-like every other week—you will be asked
to analyze the reading, to make a worthwhile claim about it
that is not obvious (state a thesis means almost the same
thing), to support your claim with good reasons, all in four
or five pages that are organized to present an argument . (If
you did that in high school, write your teachers a letter of
gratitude.)

Argument: a key feature of college writing

Now by “argument” we do not mean a dispute over a
loud stereo. In college, an argument is something less
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contentious and more systematic: It is a set of statements
coherently arranged to offer three things that experienced
readers expect in essays that they judge to be thoughtful:

» They expect to see a claim that would encourage
them to say, “That’s interesting. I’d like to know
more.”

» They expect to see evidence, reasons for your
claim, evidence that would encourage them to
agree with your claim, or at least to think it
plausible.

» They expect to see that you’ve thought
about limits and objections to your claim.
Almost by definition, an interesting claim is one
that can be reasonably challenged. Readers look
for answers to questions like “But what about . .
. ?” and “Have you considered . . . ?”

This kind of argument is less like disagreeable wrangling,
more like an amiable and lively conversation with someone
whom you respect and who respects you; someone who is
interested in what you have to say, but will not agree with
your claims just because you state them; someone who
wants to hear your reasons for believing your claims and
also wants to hear answers to their questions.

At this point, some students ask why they should be
required to convince anyone of anything. “After all,” they
say, “we are all entitled to our opinions, so all we should
have to do is express them clearly. Here’s my opinion. Take
it or leave it.” This point of view both misunderstands the
nature of argument and ignores its greatest value.

It is true that we are all entitled to our opinions and that we
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have no duty to defend them. But universities hold as their
highest value not just the pursuit of new knowledge and
better understanding, but the sharing of that knowledge.
We write not only to state what we think, but also to show
why others might agree with it and why it matters. We also
know that whatever it is we think, it is never the entire
truth. Our conclusions are partial, incomplete, and always
subject to challenge. So we write in a way that allows
others to test our reasoning: we present our best thinking
as a series of claims, reasons, and responses to imagined
challenges, so that readers can see not only what we think,
but whether they ought to agree.

And that’s all an argument is—not wrangling, but a serious
and focused conversation among people who are intensely
interested in getting to the bottom of things cooperatively.

Those values are also an integral part of your education in
college. For four years, you are asked to read, do research,
gather data, analyze it, think about it, and then
communicate it to readers in a form in which enables them
to asses it and use it. You are asked to do this not because
we expect you all to become professional scholars, but
because in just about any profession you pursue, you will
do research, think about what you find, make decisions
about complex matters, and then explain those
decisions—usually in writing—to others who have a stake in
your decisions being sound ones. In an Age of Information,
what most professionals do is research, think, and make
arguments. (And part of the value of doing your own
thinking and writing is that it makes you much better at
evaluating the thinking and writing of others.)

In the next few pages, we’re going to walk you through a
process of creating an argument in a Humanities or Social
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Science paper. Note that we’re describing “a” process and
not “the” process. We’re not describing the way that
everyone does go about writing an argument. We’re
certainly not describing the way everyone must go about
writing an argument. Further, we can’t cover everything,
and some of your teachers will expect something other than
what we describe here. There are even some differences
between how you write papers in Humanities and in the
Social Sciences. But within all these limits, we can lay
some groundwork for writing college papers.

We begin with the assignment that gets you started; then
we discuss some ways to plan your paper so that you
don’t waste too much time on false starts. We conclude
with some strategies for drafting and revising, especially
revising, because the most productive work on a paper
begins after you have gotten your ideas out of the warm
and cozy incubator of your own mind and into the cold
light of day.

Interpreting assignments: a guide to professors’
expectations

Not all of your instructors will be equally clear about what
they expect of your paper. Some will tell you in detail what
to read, how to think about it, and how to organize your
paper, but others will ask a general question just to see what
you can do with it. Some instructors will expect you to
stay close to the assignment, penalizing you if you depart
from it; others will encourage you to strike out on your
own. Some few instructors may want you to demonstrate
only that you have read and understood a reading, but most
will want you to use your understanding of the reading as a
jumping-off point for an analysis and an argument.
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So your first step in writing an assigned paper occurs well
before you begin writing: You must know what your
instructor expects. Start by assuming that, unless you see
the words “Summarize or paraphrase what X says about .
.. ,” your instructor is unlikely to want just a summary.
Beyond this point, however, you have to become a kind
of anthropologist, reading the culture of your particular
class to understand what is said, what is not, and what is
intended.

Start by looking carefully at the words of the assignment. If
it is phrased in any of these ways, one crucial part of your
task has been done for you:

+ “Agree or disagree: ‘Freud misunderstood the
feminine mind when he wrote . . . ."”

* “Was Lear justified in castigating Cordelia when
she refused to . . . ?”

» “Discuss whether Socrates adequately answered
the charge that he corrupted the youth of
Athens.”

For questions like these, you start (but it’s only a start)
by considering two opposing claims: Freud understood the
feminine mind or did not, Lear was or was not justified,
Socrates did or did not answer the charges against him. For
reasons we will discuss below, you will not want the claim
of your paper to be merely yes or no, he did or he didn’t.
But an assignment like this can make it easier to get started
because you can immediately begin to find and assess data
from your readings. You can look at passages from the
reading and consider how they would support one of the
claims. (Remember: this is only a start. You do not want to
end up with a claim that says nothing more than “Freud did
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(or did not) understand the feminine mind.” “Lear was (or
was not) justified in castigating Cordelia ” “Socrates did
(or did not) adequately answer the charge.”)

More likely, however, your assignments will be less
specific. They won’t suggest opposite claims. Instead,
they’ll give you a reasonably specific sense of subject
matter and a reasonably specific sense of your task:

» &« » € A AN1Y

* “illustrate,” “explain, evaluate,”

“compare and contrast,”

analyze,

» “Discuss the role that the honor plays in The
Odyssey.

+ “Show how Moliére exploits comic patterns in a
scene from Tartuffe.”

None of these assignments implies a main point or claim
that you can directly import into your paper. You can’t just
claim that “honor does play a role in The Odyssey” or that
“Moliere does exploit comic patterns in Tartuffe.” After
all, if the instructor has asked you to discuss how Moliére
used comic patterns, she presumably already believes that
he did use them. You get no credit for asserting the
existence of something we already know exists.

Instead, these assignments ask you to spend four or five
pages explaining the results of an analysis. Words such
as “show how” and “explain” and “illustrate” do not ask
you to summarize a reading. They ask you to show how
the reading is put together, how it works. If you asked
someone to show you how your computer worked, you
wouldn’t be satisfied if they simply summarized: “This
is the keyboard, this is the monitor, this is the printer.”
You already know the summary—now you want to know



Composing Ourselves 23

how the thing does what it does. These assignments are
similar. They ask you to identify parts of things—parts of an
argument, parts of a narrative, parts of a poem; then show
how those parts fit together (or work against one another)
to create some larger effect.

But in the course of so doing, you can’t just grind out
four or five pages of discussion, explanation, or analysis. It
may seem strange, but even when you’re asked to “show
how” or “illustrate,” you’re still being asked to make an
argument. You must shape and focus that discussion or
analysis so that it supports a claim that you discovered and
formulated and that all of your discussion and explanation
develops and supports. We’ll talk more about claims —
also known as points — in later sections.

A third kind of assignment is simultaneously least
restrictive and most intimidating. These assignments leave
it up to you to decide not only what you will claim but what
you will write about and even what kind of analysis you
will do: “Analyze the role of a character in The Odyssey.”
That is the kind of assignment that causes many students
anxiety because they must motivate their research almost
entirely on their own. To meet this kind of assignment, the
best advice we can give is to read with your mind open to
things that puzzle you, that make you wish you understood
something better.

Now that advice may seem almost counterproductive; you
may even think that being puzzled or not understanding
something testifies to your intellectual failure. Yet almost
everything we do in a university starts with someone being
puzzled about something, someone with a vague—or
specific—dissatisfaction caused by not knowing something
that seems important or by wanting to understand
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something better. The best place to begin thinking about
any assignment is with what you don’t understand but wish
you did.

Another key feature of college writing: what’s your
point?

However different your assignments may seem, most will
share one characteristic: in each, you will almost certainly
be asked to make a point. Now when we talk about the
“point” of your paper, you should understand what we do
and do not mean. If asked what the point of their paper
is, most students answer with something like, “Well, I
wanted to write about the way Falstaff plays the role of
Prince Hal’s father.” But that kind of sentence names only
your topic and an intention to write about it.

When most of your instructors ask what the point of your
paper is, they have in mind something different. By “point”
or “claim” (the words are virtually synonymous
with thesis), they will more often mean the most
important sentence that you wrote in your essay, a sentence
that appears on the page, in black in white; words that
you can point to, underline, send on a postcard; a sentence
that sums up the most important thing you want to say as
a result of your reading, thinking, research, and writing.
In that sense, you might state the point of your paper as
“Well, I want to show/prove/claim/argue/demonstrate (any
of those words will serve to introduce the point) that

“Though Falstaff seems to play the role of Hal’s father, he
is, in fact, acting more like a younger brother who . . . .””

If you include in your paper what appears after I want to
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prove that, then that’s the point of your paper, its main
claim that the rest of your paper supports.

But what’s a good point?

A question just as important as what a point is, though, is
what counts as a good one. We will answer that question
here, even though it gets us ahead of ourselves in
describing the process of writing a paper. Many beginning
writers think that writing an essay means thinking up a
point or thesis and then finding evidence to support it. But
few of us work that way. Most of us begin our research
with a question, with a puzzle, something that we don’t
understand but want to, and maybe a vague sense of what
an answer might look like. We hope that out of our early
research to resolve that puzzle there emerges a solution to
the puzzle, an idea that seems promising, but one that only
more research can test. But even if more research supports
that developing idea, we aren’t ready to say that that idea is
our claim or point. Instead, we start writing to see whether
we can build an argument to support it, suspecting, hoping
that in the act of writing we will refine that idea, maybe
even change it substantially.

That’s why we say we are getting ahead of ourselves in
this account of writing a paper, because as paradoxical as
it may sound, you are unlikely to know exactly what point
you will make until after you have written the paper in
which you made it. So for us to talk about the quality of a
point now is to get ahead of ourselves, because we haven’t
even touched on how you might think about drafting your
paper, much less revising it. But because everything you do
at the beginning aims at finding a good point, it is useful
to have a clear idea about what it is you are trying to find,
what makes for a good point.
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A good point or claim typically has several key
characteristics: it says something significant about what
you have read, something that helps you and your readers
understand it better; it says something that is not obvious,
something that your reader didn’t already know; it is at
least mildly contestable, something that no one would
agree with just by reading it; it asserts something that you
can plausibly support in five pages, not something that
would require a book.

Measured by those criteria, these are not good points or
claims:

* “1 Henry IV by William Shakespeare is a play
that raises questions about the nature of kingship
and responsibility.” Sounds impressive, but who
would contest it? Everyone who has read the
play already knows that it raises such questions.

* “Native Son is one of the most important stories
about race relations ever written.” Again, your
readers probably already agree with this, and if
so, why would they read an essay that supported
it? Further, are you ready to provide an
argument that this point is true? What evidence
could you provide to make this argument? Are
you prepared to compare the effect of Native
Son with the effects of other books about race
relations?

* “Socrates’ argument in The Apology is very
interesting.” Right. So?

+ “In this paper I discuss Thucydides’ account of
the Corcyrean-Corinthian debate in Book 1.”
First, what significant thing does this point tell
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us about the book? Second, who would contest
this (who would argue that you are not going to
discuss Thucydides’ account?).

None of these is a particularly significant or contestable
point, and so none of them qualifies as a good one.

What does qualify as a good claim? These might:

 The three most prominent women in Heart of
Darkness play key roles in a complex system of
parallels: literally as gatekeepers of Africa,
representatively as gatekeepers of darkness, and
metaphorically as gatekeepers of brutality.

* While Freud argues that followers obey because
each has a part of themselves invested in the
leader, Blau claims that followers obey in order
to avoid punishment. Both neglect the effects of
external power.

You should recognize, however, that you will only rarely
be able state good points like these before you write your
first draft. Much more often, you discover good points at
the end of the process of drafting. Writing is a way of
thinking through a problem, of discovering what you want
to say. So do not feel that you should begin to write only
when you have a fully articulated point in mind. Instead,
write to discover and to refine it.

One note on the language of point sentences. If you’re like
us, you will want your readers to think that your points are
terrifically interesting and significant. What almost never
accomplishes this is to say: “My point is terrifically
interesting and significant.” Many writers try to generate a
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sense of importance for what they write by simply adding
some synonym of the word “important:” “An important
question to consider . . .” “It is essential to examine . . .
” “A crucial concern is whether. . .” This isn’t going to
work. What convinces readers that a point is important is
not the word “important,” but the words that tell us the
substance of the point. If, during your first draft, you find
yourself using words like “important,” you should make
a note to yourself to come back during your revisions to
replace “important” with more substantive language. Then
don’t forget to do it. It’s really important.

Important Concepts

argument
interesting claim

“point” or “claim”
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1.2 What is Academic Writing

Articles links:

“What Is ‘Academic’ Writing?” by L. Lennie Irvin

“What is an Essay?” provided by Candela Open Courses

“Critical Thinking in College Writing: From the Personal
to the Academic” by Gita DasBender

Chapter Preview

» Explore academic writing myths.
+ Identify characteristics of academic writing.

» Describe what first-year writing courses are
designed to teach.
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A YouTube element has been excluded from this version of
the text. You can view it online here:
https://composingourselvesandourworld.pressbooks.com/

?p=69

What Is “Academic” Writing?

by L. Lennie Irvin
Introduction: The Academic Writing Task

As a new college student, you may have a lot of anxiety
and questions about the writing you’ll do in college.* That
word “academic,” especially, may turn your stomach or
turn your nose. However, with this first year composition
class, you begin one of the only classes in your entire
college career where you will focus on learning to write.
Given the importance of writing as a communication skill,
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I urge you to consider this class as a gift and make the
most of it. But writing is hard, and writing in college may
resemble playing a familiar game by completely new rules
(that often are unstated). This chapter is designed to
introduce you to what academic writing is like, and
hopefully ease your transition as you face these daunting
writing challenges.

So here’s the secret. Your success with academic writing
depends upon how well you understand what you are
doing as you write and then how you approach the writing
task. Early research done on college writers discovered
that whether students produced a successful piece of
writing depended largely upon their representation of the
writing task. The writers’ mental model for picturing their
task made a huge difference. Most people as they start
college have wildly strange ideas about what they are
doing when they write an essay, or worse—they have no
clear idea at all. I freely admit my own past as a clueless
freshman writer, and it’s out of this sympathy as well as
twenty years of teaching college writing that I hope to
provide you with something useful. So grab a cup of
coffee or a diet coke, find a comfortable chair with good
light, and let’s explore together this activity of academic
writing you’ll be asked to do in college. We will start by
clearing up some of those wild misconceptions people
often arrive at college possessing. Then we will dig more
deeply into the components of the academic writing
situation and nature of the writing task.

Myths about Writing

Though I don’t imagine an episode of MythBusters will be
based on the misconceptions about writing we are about
to look at, you’d still be surprised at some of the things
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people will believe about writing. You may find lurking
within you viral elements of these myths—all of these lead
to problems in writing.

Myth #1: The “Paint by Numbers” myth

Some writers believe they must perform certain steps
in a particular order to write “correctly.” Rather than
being a lock-step linear process, writing is
“recursive.” That means we cycle through and repeat
the various activities of the writing process many
times as we write.

Myth #2: Writers only start writing when they have
everything figured out

Writing is not like sending a fax! Writers figure out
much of what they want to write as they write it.
Rather than waiting, get some writing on the
page—even with gaps or problems. You can come
back to patch up rough spots.

Myth #3: Perfect first drafts

We put unrealistic expectations on early drafts, either
by focusing too much on the impossible task of
making them perfect (which can put a cap on the
development of our ideas), or by making too little
effort because we don’t care or know about
their inevitable problems. Nobody writes
perfect first drafts; polished writing takes lots
of revision.

Myth #4: Some got it; I don’t—the genius fallacy
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When you see your writing ability as something fixed
or out of your control (as if it were in your genetic
code), then you won’t believe you can improve as
a writer and are likely not to make any efforts in
that direction. With effort and study, though, you can
improve as a writer. I promise.

Myth #5: Good grammar is good writing

When people say “I can’t write,” what they often mean
is they have problems with grammatical correctness.
Writing, however, is about more than just grammatical
correctness. Good writing is a matter of achieving
your desired effect upon an intended audience. Plus, as
we saw in myth #3, no one writes perfect first drafts.

Myth #6: The Five Paragraph Essay

Some people say to avoid it at all costs, while others
believe no other way to write exists. With an
introduction, three supporting para- graphs, and a
conclusion, the five paragraph essay is a format you
should know, but one which you will outgrow. You’ll
have to gauge the particular writing assignment to see
whether and how this format is useful for you.

Myth #7: Never use “I”

Adopting this formal stance of objectivity implies a
distrust (almost fear) of informality and often leads
to artificial, puffed-up prose. Although some writing
situations will call on you to avoid using “I” (for
example, a lab report), much college writing can be
done in a middle, semi-formal style where it is ok to
use “I.”
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The Academic Writing Situation

Now that we’ve dispelled some of the common myths
that many writers have as they enter a college classroom,
let’s take a moment to think about the academic writing
situation. The biggest problem I see in freshman writers is a
poor sense of the writing situation in general. To illustrate
this problem, let’s look at the difference between
speaking and writing.

When we speak, we inhabit the communication situation
bodily in three dimensions, but in writing we are confined
within the two- dimensional setting of the flat page (though
writing for the web—or multimodal writing—is changing
all that). Writing resembles having a blindfold over our
eyes and our hands tied behind our backs: we can’t see
exactly whom we’re talking to or where we are. Separated
from our audience in place and time, we imaginatively
have to create this context. Our words on the page are
silent, so we must use punctuation and word choice to
communicate our tone. We also can’t see our audience to
gauge how our communication is being received or if there
will be some kind of response. It’s the same space we share
right now as you read this essay. Novice writers often write
as if they were mumbling to themselves in the corner with
no sense that their writing will be read by a reader or any
sense of the context within which their communication will
be received.

What’s the moral here? Developing your “writer’s sense”
about communicating within the writing situation is the
most important thing you should learn in freshman
composition.
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Looking More Closely at the “Academic Writing”
Situation

Writing in college is a fairly specialized writing situation,
and it has developed its own codes and conventions that
you need to have a keen awareness of if you are going to
write successfully in college. Let’s break down the writing
situation in college:

Primarily the professor and possibly your

h 3
w 95 YOUL  ass- mates (though you may be asked to
audience? . - :
include a secondary outside audience).
What’s the  An assignment given by the teacher within a
occasion or learning context and designed to have you
context? learn and demonstrate your learning.
3,
What’s It will be your learning or the interpretation
your X .
> gained from your study of the subject matter.
message?
What’s To show your learning and get a good grade (or
your to accomplish the goals of the writing
purpose? assignment).
What
documents/  The essay is the most frequent type of
genres are document used.
used?

So far, this list looks like nothing new. You’ve been writing
in school toward teachers for years. What’s different in
college? Lee Ann Carroll, a professor at Pepperdine
University, performed a study of student writing in college
and had this description of the kind of writing you will be
doing in college:

What are usually called ‘writing assignments’ in college
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might more accurately be called ‘literacy tasks’ because
they require much more than the ability to construct correct
sentences or compose neatly organized paragraphs with
topic sentences Projects calling for high levels of critical
literacy in college typically require knowledge of research
skills, ability to read complex texts, understanding of key
disciplinary concepts, and strategies for synthesizing,
analyzing, and responding critically to new information,
usually within a limited time frame. (3—4)

Academic writing is always a form of evaluation that asks
you to demonstrate knowledge and show proficiency with
certain disciplinary skills of thinking, interpreting, and
presenting. Writing the paper is never “just” the writing
part. To be successful in this kind of writing, you must
be completely aware of what the professor expects you to
do and accomplish with that particular writing task. For
a moment, let’s explore more deeply the elements of this
college writing “literacy task.”

Knowledge of Research Skills

Perhaps up to now research has meant going straight to
Google and Wikipedia, but college will require you to
search for and find more in-depth information. You’ll need
to know how to find information in the library, especially
what is available from online databases which contain
scholarly articles. Researching is also a process, so you’ll
need to learn how to focus and direct a research project and
how to keep track of all your source information. Realize
that researching represents a crucial component of most all
college writing assignments, and you will need to devote
lots of work to this researching.

The Ability to Read Complex Texts
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Whereas your previous writing in school might have come
generally from your experience, college writing typically
asks you to write on unfamiliar topics. Whether you’re
reading your textbook, a short story, or scholarly articles
from research, your ability to write well will be based upon
the quality of your reading. In addition to the labor of close
reading, you’ll need to think critically as you read. That
means separating fact from opinion, recognizing biases and
assumptions, and making inferences. Inferences are how
we as readers connect the dots: an inference is a belief (or
statement) about something unknown made on the basis of
something known. You smell smoke; you infer fire. They
are conclusions or interpretations that we arrive at based
upon the known factors we discover from our reading.
When we, then, write to argue for these interpretations, our
job becomes to get our readers to make the same inferences
we have made.

The Understanding of Key Disciplinary Concepts

Each discipline whether it is English, Psychology, or
History has its own key concepts and language for
describing these important ways of understanding the
world. Don’t fool yourself that your professors’ writing
assignments are asking for your opinion on the topic from
just your experience. They want to see you apply and use
these concepts in your writing. Though different from a
multiple-choice exam, writing similarly requires you to
demonstrate your learning. So whatever writing
assignment you receive, inspect it closely for what
concepts it asks you to bring into your writing.

Strategies for Synthesizing, Analyzing, and Responding
Critically to New Information
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You need to develop the skill of a seasoned traveler who
can be dropped in any city around the world and get by.
Each writing assignment asks you to navigate through a
new terrain of information, so you must develop ways for
grasping new subject matter in order, then, to use it in your
writing. We have already seen the importance of reading
and research for these literacy tasks, but beyond laying the
information out before you, you will need to learn ways of
sorting and finding meaningful patterns in this information.

In College, Everything’s an Argument: A Guide for
Decoding College Writing Assignments

Let’s restate this complex “literacy task” you’ll be asked
repeatedly to do in your writing assignments. Typically,
you’ll be required to write an “essay” based upon your
analysis of some reading(s). In this essay you’ll need to
present an argument where you make a claim (i.e. present
a “thesis”) and support that claim with good reasons that
have adequate and appropriate evidence to back them up.
The dynamic of this argumentative task often confuses
first-year writers, so let’s examine it more closely.

Academic Writing Is an Argument

To start, let’s focus on argument. What does it mean to
present an “argument” in college writing? Rather than a
shouting match between two disagreeing sides, argument
instead means a carefully arranged and supported
presentation of a viewpoint. Its purpose is not so much to
win the argument as to earn your audience’s consideration
(and even approval) of your perspective. It resembles a
conversation between two people who may not hold the
same opinions, but they both desire a better understanding
of the subject matter under discussion. My favorite
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analogy, however, to describe the nature of this
argumentative stance in college writing is the courtroom.
In this scenario, you are like a lawyer making a case at trial
that the defendant is not guilty, and your readers are like the
jury who will decide if the defendant is guilty or not guilty.
This jury (your readers) won’t just take your word that he’s
innocent; instead, you must convince them by presenting
evidence that proves he is not guilty. Stating your opinion
is not enough—you have to back it up too. I like this
courtroom analogy for capturing two importance things
about academic argument: 1) the value of an organized
presentation of your “case,” and 2) the crucial element of
strong evidence.

Academic Writing Is an Analysis

We now turn our attention to the actual writing assignment
and that confusing word “analyze.” Your first job when
you get a writing assignment is to figure out what the
professor expects. This assignment may be explicit in its
expectations, but often built into the wording of the most
defined writing assignments are implicit expectations that
you might not recognize. First, we can say that unless your
professor specifically asks you to summarize, you won’t
write a summary. Let me say that again: don’t write a
summary unless directly asked to. But what, then, does the
professor want? We have already picked out a few of these
expectations: You can count on the instructor expecting
you to read closely, research adequately, and write an
argument where you will demonstrate your ability to apply
and use important concepts you have been studying. But
the writing task also implies that your essay will be the
result of an analysis. At times, the writing assignment may
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even explicitly say to write an analysis, but often this
element of the task remains unstated.

So what does it mean to analyze? One way to think of an
analysis is that it asks you to seek How and Why questions
much more than What questions. An analysis involves
doing three things:

1. Engage in an open inquiry where the answer is
not known at first (and where you leave yourself
open to multiple suggestions)

2. Identify meaningful parts of the subject

3. Examine these separate parts and determine how
they relate to each other

An analysis breaks a subject apart to study it closely, and
from this inspection, ideas for writing emerge. When
writing assignments call on you to analyze, they require
you to identify the parts of the subject (parts of an ad,
parts of a short story, parts of Hamlet’s character), and then
show how these parts fit or don’t fit together to create some
larger effect or meaning. Your interpretation of how these
parts fit together constitutes your claim or thesis, and the
task of your essay is then to present an argument defending
your interpretation as a valid or plausible one to make. My
biggest bit of advice about analysis is not to do it all in your
head. Analysis works best when you put all the cards on
the table, so to speak. Identify and isolate the parts of your
analysis, and record important features and characteristics
of each one. As patterns emerge, you sort and connect
these parts in meaningful ways. For me, I have always
had to do this recording and thinking on scratch pieces of
paper. Just as critical reading forms a crucial element of the
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literacy task of a college writing assignment, so too does
this analysis process. It’s built in.

Three Common Types of College Writing Assignments

We have been decoding the expectations of the academic
writing task so far, and I want to turn now to examine
the types of assignments you might receive. From my
experience, you are likely to get three kinds of writing
assignments based upon the instructor’s degree of direction
for the assignment. We’ll take a brief look at each kind of
academic writing task.

The Closed Writing Assignment

» Is Creon a character to admire or condemn?

* Does your advertisement employ techniques of
propaganda, and if so what kind?

* Was the South justified in seceding from the
Union?

* In your opinion, do you believe Hamlet was
truly mad?

These kinds of writing assignments present you with two
counter claims and ask you to determine from your own
analysis the more valid claim. They resemble yes-no
questions. These topics define the claim for you, so the
major task of the writing assignment then is working out
the support for the claim. They resemble a math problem in
which the teacher has given you the answer and now wants
you to “show your work” in arriving at that answer.

Be careful with these writing assignments, however,
because often these topics don’t have a simple yes/no,
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either/or answer (despite the nature of the essay question).
A close analysis of the subject matter often reveals nuances
and ambiguities within the question that your eventual
claim should reflect. Perhaps a claim such as, “In my
opinion, Hamlet was mad” might work, but I urge you to
avoid such a simplistic thesis. This thesis would be better:
“I believe Hamlet’s unhinged mind borders on insanity but
doesn’t quite reach it.”

The Semi-Open Writing Assignment

* Discuss the role of law in Antigone.

+ Explain the relationship between character and
fate in Hamlet.

» Compare and contrast the use of setting in two
short stories.

» Show how the Fugitive Slave Act influenced the
Abolitionist Movement.

Although these topics chart out a subject matter for you to
write upon, they don’t offer up claims you can easily use in
your paper. It would be a misstep to offer up claims such as,
“Law plays a role in Antigone” or “In Hamlet we can see a
relationship between character and fate.” Such statements
express the obvious and what the topic takes for granted.
The question, for example, is not whether law plays a role
in Antigone, but rather what sort of role law plays. What
is the nature of this role? What influences does it have on
the characters or actions or theme? This kind of writing
assignment resembles a kind of archaeological dig. The
teacher cordons off an area, hands you a shovel, and says
dig here and see what you find. Be sure to avoid summary
and mere explanation in this kind of assignment. Despite
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using key words in the assignment such as “explain,”
“illustrate,” analyze,” “discuss,” or “show how,” these
topics still ask you to make an argument. Implicit in the
topic is the expectation that you will analyze the reading
and arrive at some insights into patterns and relationships
about the subject. Your eventual paper, then, needs to
present what you found from this analysis—the treasure
you found from your digging. Determining your
own claim represents the biggest challenge for this
type of writing assignment.

The Open Writing Assignment

* Analyze the role of a character in Dante’s The
Inferno.

* What does it mean to be an “American” in the
21st Century?

* Analyze the influence of slavery upon one cause
of the Civil War.

» Compare and contrast two themes within Pride
and Prejudice.

These kinds of writing assignments require you to decide
both your writing topic and you claim (or thesis). Which
character in the Inferno will I pick to analyze? What two
themes in Pride and Prejudice will I choose to write about?
Many students struggle with these types of assignments
because they have to understand their subject matter well
before they can intelligently choose a topic. For instance,
you need a good familiarity with the characters in The
Inferno before you can pick one. You have to have a solid
understanding defining elements of American identity as
well as 21st century culture before you can begin to
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connect them. This kind of writing assignment resembles
riding a bike without the training wheels on. It says, “You
decide what to write about.” The biggest decision, then,
becomes selecting your topic and limiting it to a
manageable size.

Picking and Limiting a Writing Topic

Let’s talk about both of these challenges: picking a topic
and limiting it. Remember how I said these kinds of essay
topics expect you to choose what to write about from a
solid understanding of your subject? As you read and
review your subject matter, look for things that interest
you. Look for gaps, puzzling items, things that confuse
you, or connections you see. Something in this pile of
rocks should stand out as a jewel: as being “do-able” and
interesting. (You’ll write best when you write from both
your head and your heart.) Whatever topic you choose,
state it as a clear and interesting question. You may or may
not state this essay question explicitly in the introduction
of your paper (I actually recommend that you do), but
it will provide direction for your paper and a focus for
your claim since that claim will be your answer to this
essay question. For example, if with the Dante topic you
decided to write on Virgil, your essay question might be:
“What is the role of Virgil toward the character of Dante
in The Inferno?” The thesis statement, then, might be this:
“Virgil’s predominant role as Dante’s guide through hell is
as the voice of reason.” Crafting a solid essay question is
well worth your time because it charts the territory of your
essay and helps you declare a focused thesis statement.

Many students struggle with defining the right size for
their writing project. They chart out an essay question
that it would take a book to deal with adequately. You’ll
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know you have that kind of topic if you have already
written over the required page length but only touched one
quarter of the topics you planned to discuss. In this case,
carve out one of those topics and make your whole paper
about it. For instance, with our Dante example, perhaps
you planned to discuss four places where Virgil’s role as
the voice of reason is evident. Instead of discussing all
four, focus your essay on just one place. So your revised
thesis statement might be: “Close inspection of Cantos I
and II reveal that Virgil serves predominantly as the voice
of reason for Dante on his journey through hell.” A writing
teacher I had in college said it this way: A well tended
garden is better than a large one full of weeds. That means
to limit your topic to a size you can handle and support
well.

Three Characteristics of Academic Writing

I want to wrap up this section by sharing in broad terms
what the expectations are behind an academic writing
assignment. Chris Thaiss and Terry Zawacki conducted
research at George Mason University where they asked
professors from their university what they thought
academic writing was and its standards. They came up with
three characteristics:

1. Clear evidence in writing that the writer(s) have
been persistent, open-minded, and disciplined in
study. (5)

2. The dominance of reason over emotions or

sensual perception. (5)

3. An imagined reader who is coolly rational,
reading for information, and intending to
formulate a reasoned response. (7)
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Your professor wants to see these three things in your
writing when they give you a writing assignment. They
want to see in your writing the results of your efforts at
the various literacy tasks we have been discussing: critical
reading, research, and analysis. Beyond merely stating
opinions, they also want to see an argument toward
an intelligent audience where you provide good
reasons to support your interpretations.

The Format of the Academic Essay

Your instructors will also expect you to deliver a paper
that contains particular textual features. The following list
contains the characteristics of what I have for years called
the “critical essay.” Although I can’t claim they will be
useful for all essays in college, I hope that these features
will help you shape and accomplish successful college
essays. Be aware that these characteristics are flexible and
not a formula, and any particular assignment might ask for
something different.

Characteristics of the Critical Essay

“Critical” here is not used in the sense of “to criticize” as
in find fault with. Instead, “critical” is used in the same
way “critical thinking” is used. A synonym might be
“interpretive” or “analytical.”

1. Itis an argument, persuasion essay that in its
broadest sense MAKES A POINT and
SUPPORTS IT. (We have already discussed this
argumentative nature of academic writing at
length.)

2. The point (“claim” or “thesis™) of a critical
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essay is interpretive in nature. That means the
point is debatable and open to interpretation, not
a statement of the obvious. The thesis statement
is a clear, declarative sentence that often works
best when it comes at the end of the
introduction.

3. Organization: Like any essay, the critical essay
should have a clear introduction, body, and
conclusion. As you support your point in the
body of the essay, you should “divide up the
proof,” which means structuring the body
around clear primary supports (developed in
single paragraphs for short papers or multiple
paragraphs for longer papers).

4. Support: (a) The primary source for support in
the critical es- say is from the text (or sources).
The text is the authority, so using quotations is
required. ( b) The continuous movement of logic
in a critical essay is “assert then support; assert
then support.” No assertion (general statement
that needs proving) should be left without
specific support (often from the text(s)).

5. A critical essay will always “document” its
sources, distinguishing the use of outside
information used inside your text and clarifying
where that information came from (following
the rules of ML A documentation style or
whatever documentation style is required).

6. Whenever the author moves from one main
point (primary support) to the next, the author
needs to clearly signal to the reader that this
movement is happening. This transition
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sentence works best when it links back to the
thesis as it states the topic of that paragraph or
section.

7. A critical essay is put into an academic essay
format such as the ML A or APA document
format.

8. Grammatical correctness: Your essay should
have few if any grammatical problems. You’ll
want to edit your final draft carefully before
turning it in.

Conclusion

As we leave this discussion, I want to return to what I said
was the secret for your success in writing college essays:
Your success with academic writing depends upon how
well you understand what you are doing as you write and
then how you approach the writing task. Hopefully, you
now have a better idea about the nature of the academic
writing task and the expectations behind it. Knowing what
you need to do won’t guarantee you an “A” on your
paper—that will take a lot of thinking, hard work, and
practice—but having the right orientation toward your
college writing assignments is a first and important step in
your eventual success.

N
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What is an Essay?

provided by Candela Open Courses

If you were asked to describe an essay in one word, what
would that one word be?

Okay, well, in one word, an essay is an idea.

No idea; no essay.

But more than that, the best essays have original and
insightful ideas.

Okay, so the first thing we need to begin an essay is
an insightful idea that we wish to share with the reader.

But original and insightful ideas do not just pop up every
day. Where does one find original and insightful ideas?

Let’s start here: an idea is an insight gained from either
a) our personal experiences, or b) in scholarship, from
synthesizing the ideas of others to create a new idea.

In this class (except for the last essay) we write personal
essays; therefore, we will focus mostly on a) personal
experience as a source for our ideas.
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Life teaches us lessons. We learn from our life experiences.
This is how we grow as human beings. So before you
start on your essays, reflect on your life experiences by
employing one or more of the brainstorming strategies
described in this course. Your brainstorming and prewriting
assignments are important assignments because
remember: no idea; no essay. Brainstorming can help you
discover an idea for your essay. So, ask yourself: What
lessons have I learned? What insights have I gained that I
can write about and share with my reader? Your reader can
learn from you.

Why do we write?

We write to improve our world; it’s that simple. We write
personal essays to address the most problematic and
fundamental question of all: What does it mean to be a
human being? By sharing the insights and lessons we have
learned from our life experiences we can add to our
community’s collective wisdom.

We respect the writings of experts. And, guess what; you
are an expert! You are the best expert of all on one
subject—your own life experiences. So when we write
personal essays, we research our own life experiences and
describe those experiences with rich and compelling
language to convince our reader that our idea is valid.

For example:

For your Narrative essay: do more than simply relate a
series of events. Let the events make a point about the
central idea you are trying to teach us.

For your Example essay: do more than tell us about your
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experience. Show us  your  experience. Describe your
examples in descriptive details so that your reader actually
experiences for themselves the central idea you wish to
teach them.

For the Comparison Contrast essay: do more than simply
tell us about the differences and similarities of two
things. Evaluate those differences and similarities and
draw an idea about them, so that you can offer your reader
some basic insight into the comparison.

Okay, one last comment. Often students say to me: “I
am SO  young; I do not have any

!

meaningful
insights in to life.” Okay, well, you may not be able to solve
the pressing issues of the day, but think of it this way.
What if a younger brother or sister came to you and in an
anxious voice said; “I’ve got to do X. I’ve never had
to do X. You’ve had some experience with X. Can you
give me some advice?” You may have some wisdom and
insights from your own life experience with X to share with
that person. Don’t worry about solving the BIG issues in
this class. You can serve the world as well by simply
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addressing, and bringing to life in words, the problems and
life situations that you know best, no matter how mundane.
Please notice that with rare exception the essays you will
read in this class do not cite outside sources. They are all
written from the author’s actual life experiences. So think
of your audience as someone who can learn from your life
experiences and write to them and for them.

N

Critical Thinking in College Writing: From
the Personal to the Academic

by Gita DasBender

There is something about the term “critical thinking” that
makes you draw a blank every time you think about what
it means.* It seems so fuzzy and abstract that you end up
feeling uncomfortable, as though the term is thrust upon
you, demanding an intellectual effort that you may not yet
have. But you know it requires you to enter a realm of
smart, complex ideas that others have written about and
that you have to navigate, understand, and interact with just
as intelligently. It’s a lot to ask for. It makes you feel like a
stranger in a strange land.

As a writing teacher I am accustomed to reading and
responding to difficult texts. In fact, I like grappling with
texts that have interesting ideas no matter how complicated
they are because I understand their value. I have learned
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through my years of education that what ultimately
engages me, keeps me enthralled, is not just grammatically
pristine, fluent writing, but writing that forces me to think
beyond the page. It is writing where the writer has
challenged herself and then offered up that challenge to the
reader, like a baton in a relay race. The idea is to run with
the baton.

You will often come across critical thinking and analysis
as requirements for assignments in writing and upper-level
courses in a variety of disciplines. Instructors have varying
explanations of what they actually require of you, but, in
general, they expect you to respond thoughtfully to texts
you have read. The first thing you should remember is
not to be afraid of critical thinking. It does not mean that
you have to criticize the text, disagree with its premise,
or attack the writer simply because you feel you must.
Criticism is the process of responding to and evaluating
ideas, argument, and style so that readers understand how
and why you value these items.

Critical thinking is also a process that is fundamental to
all disciplines. While in this essay I refer mainly to critical
thinking in composition, the general principles behind
critical thinking are strikingly similar in other fields and
disciplines. In history, for instance, it could mean
examining and analyzing primary sources in order to
understand the context in which they were written. In the
hard sciences, it usually involves careful reasoning,
making judgments and decisions, and problem-solving.
While critical thinking may be subject-specific, that is to
say, it can vary in method and technique depending on the
discipline, most of its general principles such as rational
thinking, making independent evaluations and judgments,
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and a healthy skepticism of what is being read, are common
to all disciplines. No matter the area of study, the
application of critical thinking skills leads to clear and
flexible thinking and a better understanding of the subject
at hand.

To be a critical thinker you not only have to have an
informed opinion about the text but also a thoughtful
response to it. There is no doubt that critical thinking is
serious thinking, so here are some steps you can take to
become a serious thinker and writer.

Attentive Reading: A Foundation for Critical Thinking

A critical thinker is always a good reader because to
engage critically with a text you have to read attentively
and with an open mind, absorbing new ideas and forming
your own as you go along. Let us imagine you are reading
an essay by Annie Dillard, a famous essayist, called
“Living like Weasels.” Students are drawn to it because
the idea of the essay appeals to something personally
fundamental to all of us: how to live our lives. It is also a
provocative essay that pulls the reader into the argument
and forces a reaction, a good criterion for critical thinking.
So let’s say that in reading the essay you encounter a quote
that gives you pause. In describing her encounter with a
weasel in Hollins Pond, Dillard says, “I would like to learn,
or remember, how to live . . . I don’t think I can learn from
a wild animal how to live in particular

... but  might learn something of mindlessness, something
of the purity of living in the physical senses and the dignity
of living without bias or motive” (220). You may not be
familiar with language like this. It seems complicated, and
you have to stop ever so often (perhaps after every phrase)
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to see if you understood what Dillard means. You may ask
yourself these questions:

» What does “mindlessness” mean in this context?

* How can one “learn something of
mindlessness?”

* What does Dillard mean by “purity of living in
the physical senses?”

» How can one live “without bias or motive?”

These questions show that you are an attentive reader.
Instead of simply glossing over this important passage,
you have actually stopped to think about what the writer
means and what she expects you to get from it. Here is
how I read the quote and try to answer the questions above:
Dillard proposes a simple and uncomplicated way of life
as she looks to the animal world for inspiration. It is ironic
that she admires the quality of “mindlessness” since it is
our consciousness, our very capacity to think and reason,
which makes us human, which makes us beings of a higher
order. Yet, Dillard seems to imply that we need to live
instinctually, to be guided by our senses rather than our
intellect. Such a “thoughtless” approach to daily living,
according to Dillard, would mean that our actions would
not be tainted by our biases or motives, our prejudices. We
would go back to a primal way of living, like the weasel
she observes. It may take you some time to arrive at this
understanding on your own, but it is important to stop,
reflect, and ask questions of the text whenever you feel
stumped by it. Often such questions will be helpful during
class discussions and peer review sessions.

When reading any essay, keep track of all the important



Composing Ourselves 57

points the writer makes by jotting down a list of ideas or
quotations in a notebook. This list not only allows you to
remember ideas that are central to the writer’s argument,
ideas that struck you in some way or the other, but it also
you helps you to get a good sense of the whole reading
assignment point by point. In reading Annie Dillard’s
essay, we come across several points that contribute toward
her proposal for better living and that help us get a better
understanding of her main argument. Here is a list of some
of her ideas that struck me as important:

1.

“The weasel lives in necessity and we live in
choice, hating necessity and dying at the last
ignobly in its talons” (220).

“And I suspect that for me the way is like the
weasel’s: open to time and death painlessly,
noticing everything, remembering nothing,
choosing the given with a fierce and pointed
will” (221).

“We can live any way we want. People take
vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience—even
of silence—by choice. The thing is to stalk your
calling in a certain skilled and supple way, to
locate the most tender and live spot and plug
into that pulse” (221).

“A weasel doesn’t ‘attack’ anything; a weasel
lives as he’s meant to, yielding at every moment
to the perfect freedom of single necessity”
(221).

“I think it would be well, and proper, and
obedient, and pure, to grasp your one necessity
and not let it go, to dangle from it limp wherever
it takes you” (221).
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These quotations give you a cumulative sense of what
Dillard is trying to get at in her essay, that is, they lay
out the elements with which she builds her argument. She
first explains how the weasel lives, what she learns from
observing the weasel, and then prescribes a lifestyle she
admires—the central concern of her essay.

Noticing Key Terms and Summarizing Important
Quotes

Within the list of quotations above are key terms and
phrases that are critical to your understanding of the ideal
life as Dillard describes it. For instance, “mindlessness,”
“instinct,” “perfect freedom of a single necessity,” “stalk
your calling,” “choice,” and “fierce and pointed will” are
weighty terms and phrases, heavy with meaning, that you
need to spend time understanding. You also need to
understand the relationship between them and the
quotations in which they appear. This is how you might
work on each quotation to get a sense of its meaning and
then come up with a statement that takes the key terms into
account and expresses a general understanding of the text:

Quote 1: Animals (like the weasel) live in “necessity,”
which means that their only goal in life is to survive. They
don’t think about how they should live or what choices
they should make like humans do. According to Dillard, we
like to have options and resist the idea of “necessity.” We
fight death—an inevitable force that we have no control
over—and yet ultimately surrender to it as it is the
necessary end of our lives.

Quote 2: Dillard thinks the weasel’s way of life is the best
way to live. It implies a pure and simple approach to life
where we do not worry about the passage of time or the
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approach of death. Like the weasel, we should live life
in the moment, intensely experiencing everything but not
dwelling on the past. We should accept our condition, what
we are “given,” with a “fierce and pointed will.” Perhaps
this means that we should pursue our one goal, our one
passion in life, with the same single-minded determination
and tenacity that we see in the weasel.

Quote 3: As humans, we can choose any lifestyle we want.
The trick, however, is to go after our one goal, one passion
like a stalker would after a prey.

Quote 4: While we may think that the weasel (or any
animal) chooses to attack other animals, it is really only
surrendering to the one thing it knows: its need to live.
Dillard tells us there is “the perfect freedom™ in this desire
to survive because to her, the lack of options (the
animal has no other option than to fight to survive)
is the most liberating of all.

Quote 5: Dillard urges us to latch on to our deepest passion
in life (the “one necessity”) with the tenacity of a weasel
and not let go. Perhaps she’s telling us how important it is
to have an unwavering focus or goal in life.

Writing a Personal Response: Looking Inward

Dillard’s ideas will have certainly provoked a response in
your mind, so if you have some clear thoughts about how
you feel about the essay this is the time to write them down.
As you look at the quotes you have selected and your
explanation of their meaning, begin to create your personal
response to the essay. You may begin by using some of
these strategies:
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1. Tell a story. Has Dillard’s essay reminded you
of an experience you have had? Write a story in which you
illustrate a point that Dillard makes or hint at an idea that is
connected to her essay.

2. Focus on an idea from Dillard’s essay that is
personally important to you. Write down your thoughts
about this idea in a first-person narrative and explain your
perspective on the issue.

3. If you are uncomfortable writing a personal
narrative or using “I” (you should not be), reflect on some
of her ideas that seem important and meaningful in general.
Why were you struck by these ideas?

4. Write a short letter to Dillard in which you
speak to her about the essay. You may compliment her
on some of her ideas by explaining why you like them,
ask her a question related to her essay and explain why
that question came to you, and genuinely start up a
conversation with her.

This stage in critical thinking is important for establishing
your relationship with a text. What do I mean by this
“relationship,” you may ask? Simply put, it has to do with
how you feel about the text. Are you amazed by how
true the ideas seem to be, how wise Dillard sounds? Or
are you annoyed by Dillard’s let-me-tell-you-how-to-live
approach and disturbed by the impractical ideas she so
easily prescribes? Do you find Dillard’s voice and style
thrilling and engaging or merely confusing? No matter
which of the personal response options you select,
your initial reaction to the text will help shape your
views about it.
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Making an Academic Connection: Looking Outward

First-year writing courses are designed to teach a range
of writing— from the personal to the academic—so that
you can learn to express advanced ideas, arguments,
concepts, or theories in any discipline. While the example
I have been discussing pertains mainly to college writing,
the method of analysis and approach to critical thinking I
have demonstrated here will serve you well in a variety
of disciplines. Since critical thinking and analysis are key
elements of the reading and writing you will do in college,
it is important to understand how they form a part of
academic writing. No matter how intimidating the term
“academic writing” may seem (it is, after all, associated
with advanced writing and becoming an expert in a field of
study), embrace it not as a temporary college requirement
but as a habit of mind.

To some, academic writing often implies impersonal
writing, writing that is detached, distant, and lacking in
personal meaning or relevance. However, this is often not
true of the academic writing you will do in a composition
class. Here your presence as a writer—your thoughts,
experiences, ideas, and therefore who you are—is of much
significance to the writing you produce. In fact, it would
not be far-fetched to say that in a writing class academic
writing often begins with personal writing. Let me explain.
If critical thinking begins with a personal view of the text,
academic writing helps you broaden that view by going
beyond the personal to a more universal point of view. In
other words, academic writing often has its roots in one’s
private opinion or perspective about another writer’s ideas
but ultimately goes beyond this opinion to the expression
of larger, more abstract ideas. Your personal vision—your
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core beliefs and general approach to life— will help you
arrive at these “larger ideas” or universal propositions that
any reader can understand and be enlightened by, if not
agree with. In short, academic writing is largely about
taking a critical, analytical stance toward a subject in order
to arrive at some compelling conclusions.

Let us now think about how you might apply your critical
thinking skills to move from a personal reaction to a more
formal academic response to Annie Dillard’s essay.
The second stage of critical thinking involves
textual analysis and requires you to do the
following:

. Summarize the writer’s ideas the best you can
in a brief paragraph. This provides the basis for extended
analysis since it contains the central ideas of the piece, the
building blocks, so to speak.

. Evaluate the most important ideas of the essay
by considering their merits or flaws, their worthiness or
lack of worthiness. Do not merely agree or disagree with
the ideas but explore and explain why you believe they
are socially, politically, philosophically, or historically
important and relevant, or why you need to question,
challenge, or reject them.

. Identify gaps or discrepancies in the writer’s
argument. Does she contradict herself? If so, explain how
this contradiction forces you to think more deeply about
her ideas. Or if you are confused, explain what is confusing
and why.

. Examine the strategies the writer uses to
express her ideas. Look particularly at her style, voice, use
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of figurative language, and the way she structures her essay
and organizes her ideas. Do these strategies strengthen or
weaken her argument? How?

. Include a second text—an essay, a poem, lyrics
of a song— whose ideas enhance your reading and analysis
of the primary text. This text may help provide evidence
by supporting a point you’re making, and further your
argument.

. Extend the writer’s ideas, develop your own
perspective, and propose new ways of thinking about the
subject at hand.

Crafting the Essay

Once you have taken notes and developed a thorough
understanding of the text, you are on your way to writing
a good essay. If you were asked to write an exploratory
essay, a personal response to Dillard’s essay would
probably suffice. However, an academic writing
assignment requires you to be more critical. As counter-
intuitive as it may sound, beginning your essay with a
personal anecdote often helps to establish your relationship
to the text and draw the reader into your writing. It also
helps to ease you into the more complex task of textual
analysis. Once you begin to analyze Dillard’s ideas, go
back to the list of important ideas and quotations you
created as you read the essay. After a brief
summary, engage with the quotations that are most
important, that get to the heart of Dillard’s ideas,
and explore their meaning. Textual engagement,
a seemingly slippery concept, simply means that
you respond directly to some of Dillard’s ideas,
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examine the value of Dillard’s assertions, and
explain why they are worthwhile or why they
should be rejected. This should help you to
transition into analysis and evaluation. Also, this
part of your essay will most clearly reflect your
critical thinking abilities as you are expected not
only to represent Dillard’s ideas but also to weigh
their significance. Your observations about the
various points she makes, analysis of conflicting
viewpoints or  contradictions, and your
understanding of her general thesis should now be
synthesized into a rich new idea about how we
should live our lives. Conclude by explaining this
fresh point of view in clear, compel- ling language
and by rearticulating your main argument.

Modeling Good Writing

When I teach a writing class, I often show students samples
of really good writing that I’ve collected over the years. I
do this for two reasons: first, to show students how another
freshman writer understood and responded to an
assignment that they are currently working on; and second,
to encourage them to succeed as well. I explain that
although they may be intimidated by strong, sophisticated
writing and feel pressured to perform similarly, it is always
helpful to see what it takes to get an A. It also helps to
follow a writer’s imagination, to learn how the mind works
when confronted with a task involving critical thinking.
The following sample is a response to the Annie Dillard
essay. Figure 1 includes the entire student essay and my
comments are inserted into the text to guide your reading.

Though this student has not included a personal narrative
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in his essay, his own world-view is clear throughout. His
personal point of view, while not expressed in first person
statements, is evident from the very beginning. So we
could say that a personal response to the text need not
always be expressed in experiential or narrative form but
may be present as reflection, as it is here. The point is
that the writer has traveled through the rough terrain of
critical thinking by starting out with his own ruminations
on the subject, then by critically analyzing and responding
to Dillard’s text, and finally by developing a strong point
of view of his own about our responsibility as human
beings. As readers, we are engaged by clear, compelling
writing and riveted by critical thinking that produces a
movement of ideas that give the essay depth and meaning.
The challenge Dillard set forth in her essay has been met
and the baton passed along to us.

Figure 1:
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Building our Lives: The Blueprint Lies Within

We all may ask ourselves many questions, some serious, some lass
important, in our lifetime. But at some point along the way, we all will
take a step back and look at the way we are living our lives, and wonder if
we are living them correctly. Unfortunately, there is no solid blueprint for
the way to live our lives. Each person is different, feeling different
emotions and reacting to different stimuli than the person next to them.
Many people search for the true answer on how to live our lives, as if
there are secret instructions out there waiting to be found. But the truth
is we as a species are given a gift not many other creatures can claim to
have: the ability te choose to live as we want, not as we were necessarily
designed to. Even so, people look outside of themselves for the answers
on how to live, which begs me to ask the question: what is wrong with
just living as we are now, built from scratch through our choices and
memories?

Annie Dillard’s essay entitled “Living Like Weasels” is an exploration
into the way human beings might live, clearly stating that "We could live
any way we want” (Dillard 211). Dillard’s encounter with an ordinary
weasel helped her receive insight into the difference between the way
human beings live their lives and the way wild animals go about theirs. As
a nature writer, Dillard shows us that we can learn a lot about the true
way to live by observing nature’s other creations. While we think and
debate and calculate each and every move, these creatures just simply
act. The thing that keeps human beings from living the purest life
possible, like an animal such as the weasel, is the same thing that
separates us from all wild animals: our minds. Human beings are
creatures of caution, creatures of undeniable fear, never fully living our

lives because we are too caught up with avoiding risks. A weasel, on the

Comment: Even as the writer starts
with a general introductien, he
makes a claim here that is related to
Dillard's essay.

Comment: The student asks what
seems like a rhetorical question but
it is one he will answer in the rest
of his essay. It is also a question
that forces the reader to think
about a key term from the text—
“choices.”

Comment: Student summarizes
Dillard’s essay by explaining the
ideas of the essay in fresh words.



other hand, is a creature of action and instinct, a creature which lives its
life the way it was created to, not questioning his motives, simply striking
when the time to strike is right. As Dillard states, “the weasel lives in
necessity and we live in choice, hating necessity and dying at the last
ignobly in its talons” {Dillard 210).

It is important to note and appreciate the uniqueness of the ideas
Dillard presents in this essay because in some ways they are very true.
For instance, it is true that humans live lives of caution, with a certain
fear that has been built up continually through the years. We are forced
to agree with Dillard’s idea that we as humans “might learn something of
mindlessness, something of the purity of living in the physical senses and
the dignity of living without bias or motive” (Dillard 210). To live freely
we need to live our lives with less hesitation, instead of intentionally
choosing to not live to the fullest in fear of the consequences of our
actions. However, Dillard suggests that we should forsake our ability of
thought and cheice all together. The human mind is the tool that has
allowed a creature with no natural weapons to become the
unquestionad dominant species on this plant glaret, and though it curbs
the spontaneity of our lives, it is not something to be simply thrown away
for a chance to live completely “free of bias or motive” (Dillard 210). We
are a moral, conscious species, complete with emotions and a firm
conscience, and it is the power of our minds that allows us to exist as we
do now: with the ability to both think and feel at the same time. It grants
us the ability to choose and have choice, to be guided not only by feslings
and emotions but also by morals and an understanding of consequence.
As such, 3 human being with the ability to live like a weasel has given up

the very thing that makas him human.
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Comment: Up until this point the
student has introduced Dillard’s
essay and summarized some of its
ideas. In the section that follows,
he continues to think critically
about Dillard's ideas and argument.

Comment: This is a strong
statement that captures the
student’s appreciation of Dillard’s
suggestion to live freely but alsc the
ability to recognize why most
people cannot live this way. This is
a good example of critical thinking.

Comment: Again, the student
acknowledges the importance of
conscious thought.

Comment: While the student does
notinclude a personal experience in
the essay, this section gives us a
sense of his personal view of life.
Also note how he introduces the
term “morals” here to point out the
significance of the consequences of
our actions. The peint is that not
only do we need to act but we also
need to be aware of the result of
our actions.

Comment: Student rejects Dillard's
ideas but only after explaining why it
is important to reject them.
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Here, the first true flaw of Dillard’s essay comes to light. While it is
possible to understand and even respect Dillard's observations, it should
be noted that without thought and choice she would have never been

able to construct these notions in the first place. Dillard protests, “1 tell Comment: Student dismantles
Dillard’s entire premise by telling us

you I've been in that weasel's brain for sixty seconds, and he was in how the very act of writing the

mine” (Dillard 210). One cannot cast oneself into the mind of another essay negates her argument. He has
not only interpreted the essay but

creature without the intricacy of human thought, and one would not be figured out how its premise is
logically flawed.

able to choose to live as said creature does without the power of human
choice. In essence, Dillard would not have had the ability to judge the life
of another creature if she were to live like 2 weasel. Weasels do not
make judgments; they simply act and react on the basis of instinct. The
“mindlessness” that Dillard speaks of would prevent her from having the
option to choose her own reactions. Whereas the conscious- thinking
Dillard has the ability to see this creature and take the time to stop and
examine its life, the “mindless” Dillard would enly have the limited
options to attack or run away. This is tﬁe major fault in the logic of
Dillard's essay, as it would be impossible for her to choose to examine

and compare the lives of humans and weasels without the capacity for

Comment: Once again the student
demonstrates why the logic of
Dillard also examines a weasel's short memory in a positive light Dillard’s argument falls short when
applied to her own writing.

choice.

and seems to believe that a happier life could be achieved if only we
were simple-minded enough to live our lives with absolutely no regret.
She claims, “1 suspect that for me the way is like the weasel’s: open to
time and death painlessly, noticing everything, remembering nothing,
choosing the given with a fierce and pointed will” (Dillard 210). In theory,
this does sound like a positive value. To be able to live freely without a

hint of remembrance as to the results of our choices would be an
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interesting life, one may even say a care-free life. But at the same time,
Comment: This guestion

would we not be denying our responsibility as humans to learn from the represents excellent critical
thinking. The student

i i i ?
mistakes of the past as to not replicate them in the future? Human T e R

beings’ ability to remember is almost as important as our ability to “remembering nothing’ may have
some merits but then ponders on

choose, because remembering things from the past is the only way we the larger socic-political problem it
presents.

can truly learn from them. History is taught throughout our educational
system for a very good reason: so that the generations of the future do T S A T D
not make the mistakes of the past. A human being who chooses to live ideas together very smoothly here.
like a weasel gives up something that once made him very human: the
ability to learn from his mistakes to further better himself.

Ultimately, without the ability to choose or recall the past, mankind
would be able to more readily take risks without regard for
consequences. Dillard views the weasel’s reaction to necessity as an Comment: The writer sums up his

- . argument while once again
unwavering willingness to take such carefree risks and chances. She = z

reminding us of the problem with
states that “it would be well, and proper, and obedient, and pure, to Dillard's ideas.

grasp your one necessity and not let it go, to dangle from it limp

wherever it takes you” (Dillard 211). Would it then be productive for us

to make a wrong choice and be forced to live in it forever, when we asa

people have the power to change, to remedy wrongs we've made in our

lives? What Dillard appears to be recommending is that humans not take Comment: This is another
thoughtful question that makes the

many risks, but who is to say that the ability to avoid or escape risks is i e e T R

necessarily a flaw with mankind?

If we had been like the weasel, never wanting, never needing,
always “choosing the given with a fierce and pointed will” (Dillard 210),
our world would be a completely different place. The United States of
America might not exist at this very moment if we had just taken what
was given to us, and unwaveringly accepted a life as a colony of Great

Britain. But as Cole clearly puts it, “A risk that you assume by actually
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doing something seems far more risky than a risk you take by not doing
something, even though the risk of doing nothing may be greater” (Cole
145). As a unified body of people, we were able to go against that which
was expected of us, evaluate the risk in doing so, and move forward with
our revolution. The American people used the power of choice, and risk
assessment, to make a permanent change in their lives; they used the
remembrance of Britain’s unjust deeds to fuel their passion for victory.
We as a people chose. We remembered. We distinguished between right
and wrong. These are things that a weasel can never do, because a
weasel does not have a say in its own life, it only has its instincts and
nothing more.

Humans are so unique in the fact that they can dictate the course of
their own lives, but many people still choose to search around for the
true way to live. What they do not realize is that they have to look no
further than themselves. Our power, our weapan, is our ability to have
thought and choice, to remember, and to maksIour own decisions based
on our concepts of right and wrong, good and bad. These are the only
tools we will ever need to construct the perfect life for ourselves from
the ground up. And though it may seem like a nice notion to live a life
free of regret, it is our responsibility as creatures and the appointed
caretakers of this planet to utilize what was given to us and live our lives

as we were meant to, not the life of any other wild animal.

Important Concepts

Comment: The student makes a
historical reference here that serves
as strong evidence for his own
argument.

Comment: This final paragraph
sums up the writer's perspective in
a thoughtful and mature way. It
moves away from Dillard’s
argument and establishes the
notion of human responsibility, an
idea highly worth thinking about.

recursive

writing in college

critical literacy

closed writing assignment

semi-open writing assignment
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open writing assignment
essay

example essay
comparison contrast essay
critical thinking
relationship with a text

first-year writing courses are designed to teach a range of
writing— from the personal to the academic—so that you
can learn to express advanced ideas, arqguments, concepts,
or theories in any discipline

impersonal writing
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1.3 Your Role as a Learner

Article links:

“Ten Ways To Think About Writing: Metaphoric Musings
for College Writing Students” by E. Shelley Reid

“Effective Communication and Persuasion” by Carol

Burnell, Jaime Wood, Monique Babin, Susan Pesznecker,
and Nicole Rosevear

“Writing Anxiety” provided by UNC College of Arts &
Sciences

Chapter Preview

+ Explain the three principles of writing.
* Identify the audience for your writing.

+ Identify strategies to deal with writing anxiety.
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“8|Mistakes]
Even Advanc

Students/Make

A YouTube element has been excluded from this version of
the text. You can view it online here:
https://composingourselvesandourworld.pressbooks.com/
’p=77

Ten Ways To Think About Writing:
Metaphoric Musings for College Writing
Students

E. Shelley Reid

I’'m a writer and a writing professor, the daughter and
granddaughter of writers and writing professors, and I still
sit down at my key- board every week and think, writing
is hard. I also think, though, that writing is made harder
than it has to be when we try to follow too many rules for
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writing. Which rules have you heard? Here are some I was
taught.

A Thousand Rules and Three Principles

Always have a thesis. I before E except after C. No one-
sentence paragraphs. Use concrete nouns. A semi-colon
joins two complete sentences. A conclusion restates the
thesis and the topic sentences. Don’t use “I,” check your
spelling, make three main points, and don’t repeat yourself.
Don’t use contractions. Cite at least three sources,
capitalize proper nouns, and don’t use “you.” Don’t start a
sentence with “And” or “But,” don’t end a sentence with a
preposition, give two examples in every paragraph, and
use transition words. Don’t use transition words
too much.

When we write to the rules, writing seems more like a
chore than a living process that connects people and moves
the world forward. I find it particularly hard to cope with
all those “Don’ts.” It’s no wonder we get writer’s block,
hands poised above the keyboard, worried about all the
ways we could go wrong, suddenly wondering if we have
new messages or whether there’s another soda in the fridge.

We can start to unblock the live, negotiated process of
writing for real people by cutting the thousand rules down
to three broader principles:

1. Write about what you know about, are curious
about, are passionate about (or what you can
find a way to be curious about or interested in).

2. Show, don’t just tell.

3. Adapt to the audience and purpose you’re
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writing for.

When we write this way, we write rhetorically: that is, we
pay attention to the needs of the author and the needs of the
reader rather than the needs of the teacher—or the rules in
the textbook.

Everything that matters from the preceding list of rules can
be connected to one of those three rhetorical principles, and
the principles address lots of aspects of writing that aren’t
on the list but that are central to why humans struggle to
express themselves through written language. Write about
what you know about so that you can show not just tell
in order to adapt to your audience’s needs and accomplish
your goals. (Unless you do a good job showing what you
mean, your audience will not understand your message.
You will not meet their expectations or accomplish your
goals.) Make clear points early so that your audience can
spot your expertise or passion right from the start. Write
multi-sentence paragraphs in which you show key ideas
in enough detail that your audience doesn’t have to guess
what you mean. Use a semi-colon correctly in order to
show how your carefully thought out ideas relate to one
another—and to win your reader’s confidence.

Writing will still be hard because these are some of the
hardest principles in college; they may be some of the
hardest principles in the galaxy. But if you write from
those three principles, and use some of the strategies listed
below, your writing will finally have a fighting chance of
being real, not just rules. And that’s when writing gets
interesting and rewarding enough that we do it even though
it’s hard.
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Show & Telepaths What does that “show, don’t
just tell” idea really mean?

Let’s try some time travel to get a better idea. Can you
remember being in kindergarten on show-and-tell day?
Imagine that a student gets up in front of you and your
fellow five-year-olds, empty-handed, and says, “I have a
baseball signed by Hank Aaron that’s in perfect condition,
but I can’t bring it to school.” You’re only five years old,
but you know that she’s got two problems, right? Not only
can you not see the ball to know exactly what “perfect
condition” looks like, to eyeball the signature and smell the
leather and count the stitches, but you have no reason to
believe this kid even if she describes it perfectly. If you tell
without showing, your reader might not only be confused
but might entirely disbelieve you. So you’re two strikes
down.

Another way to explain show vs. tell is with a story. There
is a very, very short science fiction story in a collection of
very short science fiction stories entitled “Science Fiction
for Telepaths.” This is the entire story, just six words: “Aw,
you know what I mean” (Blake 235). “Wah-ha-ha!” go
the telepaths, “what a great story! I really liked the part
about the Martian with three heads trying to use the gamma
blaster to get the chartreuse kitchen sink to fly out the
window and land on the six-armed Venusian thief! Good
one!” Since the telepaths can read the storyteller’s mind,
they don’t need any other written details: they know the
whole story instantly.

This story is a little like when you say to your best friend
from just about forever, you know what I mean, and
sometimes she even does, because she can almost read
your mind. Sometimes, though, even your best buddy from
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way back gives you that look. You know that look: the one
that says he thinks you’ve finally cracked. He can’t read
your mind, and you’ve lost him.

If you can confuse your best friend in the whole world,
even when he’s standing right there in front of you, think
how easy it could be to confuse some stranger who’s
reading your writing days or months or years from now.
If we could read each other’s minds, writing wouldn’t be
hard at all, because we would always know what everyone
meant, and we’d never doubt each other. If you
figure out how to read minds this semester, I hope
you’ll tell us how it works! In the meantime,
though, you have to show what you mean.

Lost Money and Thank-you Notes: What’s in an
Audience?

Writing teachers are always going on and on about
audience, as if you didn’t already know all about this
concept. You can do a simple thought experiment to prove
to them, and to yourself, that you already fully understand
that when the audience changes, your message has to
change, sometimes drastically.

Imagine that you’ve done something embarrassingly stupid
or impulsive that means you no longer have any money to
spend this semester. (I won’t ask you what it is, or which
credit card or 888 phone number or website it involves,
or who was egging you on.) You really need the money,
but you can’t get it back now. If I just said, “Write a
message to try to get some money from someone,” you
might struggle a bit, and then come up with some vague
points about your situation. But if I say, “Ask your best
friend for the money,” you should suddenly have a very
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clear idea of what you can say. Take a minute and consider:
what do you tell this friend? Some of my students have
suggested, “Remember how you owe me from that time
I helped you last February?” or “I’ll pay you back, with
interest” or “I’ll do your laundry for a month.” Most of
my students say they’ll tell their friends the truth about
what happened: would you? What else might you say to
your own friend, particularly if he were giving you that
skeptical look? Suppose then that your friend is nearly as
broke as you are, and you have to ask one of your parents
or another family adult. Now what do you say to help
loosen the parental purse strings? Do you tell the truth
about what happens? (Does it matter which parent it is?)
Do you say, “Hey, you owe me”? Some of my students
have suggested choosing messages that foreground their
impending starvation, their intense drive for a quality
education, or their ability to learn a good lesson.

Would your parent want you to offer to pay back the
money? What else might you say? Notice how easy it is for
you to switch gears: nothing has changed but the audience,
and yet you’ve quickly created a whole new message,
changing both the content and the language you were
using.

One more try: when your parent says there’s just no extra
cash to give you, you may end up at the local bank trying
to take out a loan. What will you tell the bank? Should the
loan officer hear how you lost your money, or how you
promise you’ll be more responsible in the future? Should
you try looking hungry and wan? Probably not: by
discussing collateral (your five-year-old Toyota) and
repayment terms (supported by your fry-jockey job at
McSkippy’s), you’re adjusting your message once



Composing Ourselves 81

again. Sometimes writing teachers talk about a “primary”
and “secondary” audience, as if that were really a
complicated topic, but you know all about this idea, too.
Take just a minute and think about writing a thank you
note. If it’s a thank-you note to your grandmother, then
your primary audience is your grandmother, so you write
to her. But if your grandmother is like mine, she may show
your note to someone else, and all those people become
secondary audiences. Who might see, or hear about, your
note to your grandmother? Neighbors, other relatives, her
yoga group or church friends? If you know your note will
be stuck up on the fridge, then you can’t use it as a place to
add snarky remarks about your younger brother: you write
for a primary audience, but you also need to think for a
minute to be sure your message is adjusted for the needs of
your secondary audiences. (If you haven’t written a thank-
you note recently, try to remember the last time someone
forwarded your email or text message to someone else,
without asking you first.)

In a writing classroom, everyone knows that, in reality,
your primary audience is the teacher—just as during
rehearsal or team practice the primary audience is the
director or coach who decides whether you’ll be first
clarinet or take your place in the starting line-up. Your
classmates (or teammates) may be part of a secondary
audience who also need considering. It can be tempting
to take the middle-of-the- road route and forget about any
other audiences. But in all these cases, you won’t be
practicing forever. It helps to imagine another primary
audience—sometimes called a “target audience”—outside
the class- room, in order to gain experience tailoring your
performance to a “real” audience. It also helps to imagine
a very specific primary audi- ence (a person or small group
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or publication), so that instead of staring at the screen
thinking vague “some people” thoughts, you can quickly
come up with just the right words and information to match
that audience’s needs, and it helps to consider some exact
secondary audiences so that you can include ideas that
will appeal to those readers as well. (Who do you suppose
are the specific primary and secondary audiences for this
essay? How does the writing adapt to those audiences?)

Pink Houses & Choruses: Keeping Your Reader With
You

Once you’ve identified a target audience, and put down all
the detail you can think of to help show your ideas to those
readers, you need to focus on not losing them somewhere
along the way. Earlier in your writing career as you worked
on writing cohesive essays, you may have watched writing
teachers go totally ballistic over thesis statements and topic
sentences<—even though some teachers insisted that they
weren’t requiring any kind of set formula. How can this be?
What’s up with all this up-front information?

The concept is actually pretty simple, if we step out of the
writing arena for a minute. Say you’re driving down the
interstate at sixty-five miles an hour with three friends from
out of town, and you suddenly say to them, “Hey, there’s
that amazing Pink House!” What happens? Probably
there’s a lot of whiplash-inducing head swiveling, and
some- one’s elbow ends up in someone else’s ribs, and
maybe one of your friends gets a glimpse, but probably
nobody really gets a chance to see it (and somebody might
not believe you if she didn’t see it for herself!). What if
you had said instead, “Hey, coming up on the right here
in about two miles, there’s an amazing huge neon Pink
House: watch for it”? They’d be ready, they’d know where
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to look and what to look for, and they’d see what you
wanted them to see.

Writers need to advise their readers in a similar way. That
advice doesn’t always need to be in a thesis statement or a
topic sentence, but it does need to happen regularly so that
readers don’t miss something crucial. “But,” you say, “I’m
not supposed to repeat things in my essay; it gets boring!”
That’s true, up to a point, but there are exceptions. Have
you ever noticed how the very same company will run the
exact same advertisement for light beer five or six times
during one football game? It’s not as if the message they
are trying to get across is that complex: Drink this beer
and you will be noticed by this beautiful woman,
or get to own this awesome sports car, or meet these
wonderful friends who will never ever let you down. The
ad costs the company hundreds of thou- sands of dollars
each time, but there it is again. Beer: sports car. Beer:
sports car. Contemporary Americans have a very high
tolerance for repeated messages; we even come to depend
on them, like football fans relishing the instant replay.
Beer: sports car.

If you’d rather think like an artist than an advertising
executive, consider popular music. Pick a pop song, any
song—*“Jingle Bells,” for instance, or whatever song
everybody’s listening to this month—and the next time you
listen, count the number of times the chorus, or even the
title phrase, comes up. Do we get bored by the repetition?
Not usually. In fact, the chorus is crucial for audience
awareness because it’s often the first (or even the only) part
of the song the listener learns and can sing along with.
Repeating the chorus helps bring the audience along with
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you from verse to verse: the audience thinks, “Aha, I know
this!”

Now, what you’re trying to say in your essay is much more
complex than beer: sports car or I will always love you. If
you only say it once or twice—there, in the last paragraph,
where you finally figured out the most important point, or
maybe once at the start and once at the end—we might
miss it, or only get a piece of it. Here you’ve spent
hundreds of minutes working on this idea, and we zoom
past it at sixty-five m.p.h. and miss it entirely! You have
to bring it back to our attention throughout the essay. Of
course, you don’t want to repeat just anything. You
certainly don’t want to repeat the same examples or vague
“some people” theories, stuffing baloney into the middle
of the paper to fill it out. But the core idea—beer: sports
car—needs to appear early and often, using the same key
words, even, as an anchor for all the complex ideas and
examples you’re connecting to it, as a place for the
audience to recognize the main idea and find a way to “sing
along.”

So as you’re revising, add your chorus back into some key
middle parts of your essay—the beginnings and endings
of paragraphs, like commercial breaks, can be places that
readers expect repetition—until you start to really feel
uncomfortable about your repetition . . . and then add it
one more time, and it might be enough, but it shouldn’t be
too much. (Since you read the essay dozens of times and
you read your own mind, you’ll get antsy about repetition
long before your readers will in their one trip through your
essay.) If you get a good balance, your reader—the same
person who keeps laughing at the beer ad or mumbling the
chorus to the pop song without knowing the rest of the
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lyrics—won’t even notice that you’re repeating. When I
work with my students, I say: “I promise to tell you—no
harm, no penalty—if you’re ever too clear about your main
point.” I find that very few people make it that far, but they
like having the encouragement to try. You and your peer
readers can make the same agreement.

Fruit Jell-O: Balancing Arguments & Examples

“Great,” you say, “so I’'m supposed to have all these
examples and to have all these Pink House reminders,
but it’s hard to keep it all straight.”That’s a very smart
observation—because one of the main challenges writers
face, when we can’t read someone’s mind or get them to
read ours, is learning how to balance the writing that states
our theories and arguments with the writing that provides
our evidence and examples. It turns out that it’s easier to do
just one of these things at a time when writing, but having
theories and arguments without evidence and examples is a
recipe for confusion and misunderstanding.

I find that it helps sometimes to think about fruit Jell-O™,
the kind my mom used to take to family get-togethers: lime
Jell-O with mandarin orange slices in it, or berry Jell-O
with cherries in it. Fruit Jell-O is a pretty good balance of
foods to take to an informal family gathering: it meets the
needs of the audience.

You wouldn’t want to take plain gelatin to show off to
your family, after all. Think of the last time you ate plain
old Jell-O, with no additional food (or beverage) added
to it. Weren’t you in a hospital, or a school cafeteria, or
some other unhappy place? Hospitals serve plain gelatin
because it looks and behaves like food, but it has so few
ingredients that it won’t irritate your mouth or upset your
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digestion. That same blandness means that not a lot of
family members will choose it over the tortilla chips or the
macaroons.

Writing just your opinions, theories, and arguments is a
lot like serving plain Jell-O: it seems like you’re doing
something productive, but there’s not much substance to it.
Politicians often write plain Jell-O speeches with no details
or examples, because that kind of talk motivates people but
won'’t irritate voters with tiny details about time or money.
Talent-show contestants sometimes choose to sing plain
Jell-O songs for the same reason.

On the other hand, if you took a bowl of cherries with you,
your family might perk up a bit, but cherries are kind of
hard to serve. They roll out of the bowl and off of those
flimsy paper plates and end up sliding into the cheese dip
or being squished into the new carpet by your two-year-
old cousin. People finger all the cherries but take just a
few (using tongs on cherries just seems too formal!), and
it’s hard to know how to handle the pits, or to eat gooey
already-pitted cherries with your hands.

Writing just your examples, reasons, and details is a lot like
bringing cherries to the party: it’s interesting and lively,
but readers don’t know what to make of it all. Some of
your reasons or stories will roll out of readers’ heads if
they aren’t firmly attached to an argument; some readers
will meander through all your details and just randomly
remember one or two of them rather than building a whole
picture.

Good writers blend argument and evidence as they write,
so that readers get both elements together all the way
through. Good revisers go back and adjust the recipe,
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seeking a workable combination. Some- times as you’re
revising it can feel odd to be just adding cherries: it can
seem like you’re packing in too many extra details when
there’s already a perfectly good piece of fruit there. Other
times it seems weird to be just adding Jell-O, because all
those “chorus” sentences sound the same and have the
same flavor, and you don’t want to repeat yourself
unnecessarily. It’s hard to get the balance right, and you’ll
want to have your readers help you see where to adjust the
ingredients. But if you remember that the fruit/evidence is
the tastiest part (so you want the most vibrant examples),
and the point of Jell-O/argumentation is to provide
consistency to hold everything together (you want
statements that sound alike), you may start to gain
additional confidence in balancing your writing.

Wash-and-wear Paragraphs

If you’re going to have Jell-O and cherries, a chorus and
one-time-only examples, in every paragraph, that’s going
to take some managing— and you’ll want to manage
rhetorically rather than going by some rules you once
heard about exactly how long a paragraph should be. What
paragraph-length rules have you been taught? Should a
paragraph be five to eight sentences? always more than
two sentences? never longer than a page? Some of my
students have learned rules that specify that all paragraphs
have twelve sentences and each sentence has a specific
job. That sounds complicated—and you know that a rule
like that can’t be universally true. What if you’re writing
for a newspaper? for a psychology journal? for a website?
Paragraph length doesn’t follow clear rules, but once again
depends upon a rhetorical negotiation be- tween the
writer’s needs and the reader’s needs.
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Switch gears for a minute and try out another metaphor:
what do you know about how big a load of laundry should
be? Right: it de- pends. What’s wrong with a very small
or a very large load? Paragraphs face the same kinds of
boundaries: too small, and they can waste a reader’s
energy, always starting and stopping; too large, and they
over- load a reader and nothing gets clean. But there are
no definite rules in laundry or in paragraphs. Is there ever
reason to do one tiny laundry load, even if it might waste
money or energy? Sure: maybe you’ve got an important
event to attend Friday night and you just need to wash
your best black shirt quickly, or maybe you have a small
washing machine. Is there ever reason to do one
slightly load? Absolutely: perhaps you’re low on quarters
or there’s only one machine open in the dormitory laundry
room, and you need to get all those t-shirts clean. The
same is true for paragraphs: sometimes, you have just one
important thing to say, or your readers have a short
attention span, so you want a short paragraph—even a
one-sentence paragraph. On the other hand, sometimes you
have a complex explanation that you want your reader to
work through all at once, so you stretch your paragraph a
little longer than usual, and hope your reader stays with
you.

You want to write paragraphs that your target audience
can handle without straining their brains or leaving suds all
over the floor. I bet you’re pretty good at sorting laundry
into the basic loads: darks, colors, whites, like the three
body paragraphs of a five-paragraph essay. But what if
you’re writing an eight-page paper using three basic
points? What if you have an enormous pile of whites?

You sometimes have to split up even the loads that look
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alike. Would you split an all-whites pile into all the long-
drying socks vs. all the quick-drying shirts? the dirty stuff
vs. the really gross, stinky stuff? the underwear you need
tomorrow vs. the towels you could wash later? You can
find lots of ways to split a too-long paragraph based on
how you want your reader to think about the issue: pros and
cons, first steps and next steps, familiar information and
more surprising information.

Writers need to remember that paragraphs help readers
focus and manage their analytical energies. It’s good to
have some variance in size and shape but not to overtax
your readers with too much variation; it’s useful to write
each paragraph with a clear beginning and ending to direct
readers’ attention; and it’s helpful if paragraphs come with
a blend of information and analysis to help readers “see
what you mean” about your subpoints and see how they
relate to the overall point of your essay. It’s not true that
paragraphs are “one size fits all,” and it’s not true that
“anything goes”: you need to adjust your paragraphs to
connect your ideas to your readers’ brains.

Hey Hey Hey and the Textbook Conspiracy:
Annotating Your Reading

I know, you thought this was an essay about writing. But
part of being a writer, and being a helpful companion to
other writers, is being a careful reader, a reader who
writes. Besides, I want to be sure you get what you pay
for: that kind of critical thinking helps all of us be better
writers. Did you know that you pay for most textbooks in
two ways, and most students never do the simplest thing to
recoup their investment?

How do you pay? First, except for texts like the one you’re
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reading right now, you’ve paid some exorbitant price for
your books, even if you bought them used. Why would
you do that, instead of checking them out of the library or
sneaking a look from a friend? Right: you can read them
whenever and wherever you get around to it. (No, I don’t
want to know where you read your class book!) But you
may be overlooking one more benefit, which I’ll get to in a
minute.

Second, you pay for the book—even a free one like this
one—with your time. You pore over page after page, the
minutes ticking by, in- stead of building houses for orphans
in Botswana or coming up with a cure for insomnia or even
giving that double-crossing elf what he deserves in World
of Warcraft. Did you ever finish all that poring (with a “p,”
not a “b,” really) and realize you had tuned out and didn’t
re- member a thing? Now you’ve paid dearly, and you may
have to pay yet another time when you re-read it.

The simplest thing you can do to get your money’s worth
and your time’s worth from your books and other reading
material is this: you can write on them.

Whatever you pay for the book (minus whatever you might
sell it back for), the only two benefits you get are
convenient reading access, and the chance to write in the
book. If you don’t write in your book, or type notes into
the document, you’re being cheated, as if you’d paid for a
Combo Meal but ate only the fries. (Do you think maybe
you won’t be able to re-sell your book if you write in it?
Check with your friends: I bet someone’s bought a used
book that’s been scribbled all over. So clearly someone will
buy your book back even if you write in it. Don’t let the
textbook industry scare you out of getting what you pay
for.)
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Some of you may think you are writing on your text, but I
wonder if that’s true. Smearing it with hot pink highlighter
pen doesn’t count as writing. Why not? That takes another
story and another metaphor. There’s a classic Far Side
cartoon from back in the twentieth century that reveals
what dogs are really saying when they bark all day long.
According to cartoonist Gary Larson, when we finally
translate their secret language, we find that they say, “Hey!
Hey! Hey!” (144). You can just see a dog thinking that way,
everything new and surprising, but not much complexity of
analysis. Hey!

When you read something and gloss it with your
highlighter pen, that’s what you’re saying: Hey! Hey! Hey!
You can come back six weeks later to write an essay or
study for an exam, and you have an entire book filled with
Hey! It’s a good start, but as a smart writing student, you’re
ready to go further to get your money’s worth.

Without having to expend much more energy, you can
begin to add a wholly intelligent commentary, putting your
own advanced brain down on the page, using an actual
writing utensil such as a pen or pencil (or a comment
function for an electronic document). For starters, let’s just
vary Hey:

Ha. Heh. Hee. Hooboy! Hmm. Hmph. Huh?
Whoal!

Each of those responses records some higher-brain
judgment: if you go back later, you’ll know whether you
were saying “Hey, this is cool!” or “Hey, this is fishy.” You
can also use other abbreviations you know: LOL, OMG,
WTH(eck), or J. You can underline short phrases with a
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solid or a squiggly underline, depending on your reaction.
And of course, you can always go back to “Why? How so?
Show me!” If you get really bold, you can ask questions
(“will this take too much time?”), write quick summaries
(“annotate so there’s no hey”) or note connections (“sounds
like the mind-reading thing”). It doesn’t take very long, and
it keeps your brain involved as you read. What other short
annotations could you write or type on this page right now?

Every time you write on the page and talk back to
the text, you get your money’s worth, because you
make the text truly your own, and you get your
time’s worth, because you’re staying awake and
you’re more likely to remember and learn what
you read. If you don’t remember, you still have
an intelligent record of what you should’ve
remembered, not just a pile of Hey! Bonus: being
a writer when you’re a reader helps you become a
better reader and a better writer.

Short-Time Writing: Use Your Higher Brain

So far, we’ve been thinking about writing when you have
plenty of time to consider your audience, play with your
paragraphs, and re- calibrate your Jell-O/cherry balance.
But you won’t always have that much time: sometimes
you’ll get a late start or have an early deadline. In college,
you might encounter essay questions on an exam. Learning
how to be a good timed-exam writer can help you in lots of
short-time writing situations.

What’s hard about writing an essay exam? The stress, the
pressure, the clock ticking, the things you don’t know. It’s
like trying to think with a jet airplane taking off overhead,
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or a pride of hungry lions rac- ing your way. But wait: the
coolest thing about the essay exam is that, in contrast to
a multiple choice exam that shows what you don’t know,
the essay exam allows you to focus on what you do know.
The problem is that only your higher brain can show off
that knowledge, and for most people in a stressful situation
like an essay exam, the higher brain starts to lose out
to the lower brain, the fight-or-flight brain, the brain that
sees breathing in and breathing out as one of its most
complicated tasks, and so the writing goes awry.

Essay exams—or those last-minute, started-at-1:22-a.m.
essays that you may be tempted or forced to write this
semester (but not for your writing teacher, of
course!)—generally go wrong by failing to meet one of the
three principles described at the beginning of this essay.
Sometimes students fail to study well so that they can write
from knowledge. (Unfortunately, I don’t know if I can
help you with your midnight cram sessions.) More often,
though, some very smart, well- prepared students fail to
adapt to their audience’s needs, or fail to pro- vide specific
support. All that late-night study-session agony goes for
nothing if your lower brain takes over while you’re writing.
Your lower brain can barely remember “I before E,” and
it knows nothing about complicated rhetorical
strategies like ours: you have to make sure your
higher brain sets the pace and marks the trail.

So the teacher hands out the questions, and the first thing
you do is . . . panic? No. Start writing? Heavens, no. Never
start an essay exam—or a truly last-minute essay—by
starting to write the essay, even if (like me) you generally
prefer to “just start writing” rather than doing a lot of
restrictive planning. Free writing is an excellent writing
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exercise, but only when you know you have plenty of time
to revise. Instead, ignore all those keyboards clacking, all
those pens scribbling: they are the signs of lower brains
at work, racing off screeching wildly about lions without
remembering the way writing happens. You’re smarter than
that. You’re going to use your higher brain right at the start,
before it gets distracted. Speed, right now, is your enemy, a
trick of the lower brain.

The first thing you want to do is . . . read the gosh darn
question.

Really, really read it. Annotate the assignment sheet or
exam prompt, or write the key question out on a separate
piece of paper, so you know you’re actually reading it, and
not just pretending to. (If you’re in a workplace setting,
write down a list of the top things you know your
audience—or your boss—wants to see.) In every essay
exam [’ve ever given, somebody has not answered the
question. When I say this in a class, everyone frowns or
laughs at me just the way you are now, thinking, “What
kind of idiot wouldn’t read the question? Certainly not
me!” But someone always thinks she’s read the whole
question, and understood it, when she hasn’t. Don’t be that
writer. Circle the verbs: analyze, argue, describe, contrast.
Underline the key terms: two causes, most important
theme, main steps, post—Civil War. Read it again, and
read it a third time: this is your only official clue about
what your audience—the teacher—wants. On a piece of
scratch paper, write out an answer to the question, in so
many words: if it asks, “What are two competing
explanations for language acquisition?” write down, “Two
competing explanations for language acquisition are ___
and ____.” In an examination setting, this may even become
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your opening line, since readers of essay exams rarely
reward frilly introductions or cute metaphors.

But don’t start to write the whole answer yet, even though
your lower brain is begging you, even though the sweat is
breaking out on your brow and your muscles are tensing up
with adrenaline because you know the lions and probably
some rampaging T-Rexes are just around the corner. In
real time, it has only taken you two minutes to read
and annotate the question. Some students are still
pulling out their pens, while across campus at least
one student is just waking up in a panic because
his alarm didn’t go off. Meanwhile, far from being
hopelessly behind, you’re ahead of everyone
who’s writing already, be- cause you’re still
working with your higher brain.

You have one more task, though. You know that showing
takes longer, and is more complicated, than telling. Given
the choice, your lower brain will tell, tell, and tell again,
blathering on about Jell-O generalities that don’t let readers
see all the best thinking going on in your mind. Before your
higher brain starts to abandon you, make it give you the
cherries: write yourself a list of very specific examples that
you can use in this essay, as many as you can think of. Do
not just “think them over.” That’s a lower brain shortcut,
a flight move, and it’s a trick, because your lower brain
will forget them as soon as the lions get a bit closer. Write
them down. If you don’t know all the possible transmission
vectors for tuberculosis that were discussed, write down
excellent examples of the ones you do know. If you can,
number them in an order that makes sense, so that you
leave a good breadcrumb trail for your lower brain to
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follow. Don’t call it an “outline” if you don’t want to; that
can feel intimidating. Just call it a “trail guide.”

Now you can start writing: take a deep, calming breath and
begin with your in so many words sentence, then follow
the trail your higher brain has planned. About every two or
three sentences, you should start out with “For example, .
..” or “Another example of this is . . . ,” to be sure that
you’re not forgetting your higher brain’s advice or sliding
into a vague “some people” sentence. About every three or
four sentences, you should start out with “Therefore, . . .”
or “In other words, . . .” and come back to a version of that
very first, question- answering sentence you wrote on your
paper. Bring the chorus back in; stay in tune and on the
trail. Don’t try for too much variation or beau- ty. Knowing
that your higher brain has already solved the problem, all
you have to do is set it down on paper, to show what you
know. Writing is hard, especially under time pressure, but
when you use higher brain strategies and don’t get trapped
in the rules or caught up in random flight, when you take
control and anticipate your reader’s needs, you can make
writing work for you in very powerful ways even without a
lot of time.

Rules vs. Rhetoric, or, The Five Paragraph
Essay vs.“Try Something!

”We started out by thinking of all the rules—all
those “Don’ts”—that writers can face. Each of the
metaphors here replaces a rule with an idea that
helps you consider how real people communicate
with each other through writing, and how writers
make judgments and choices in order to have the
most powerful effect on their readers. That is,
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we’ve been thinking rhetorically, about the
audience and purpose and context of a writing
situation.

Interestingly, many of those rules are just short-cut
versions of re- ally good rhetorical principles. If you were
a middle-school teacher faced with a room full of thirty
squirrelly teenagers who all wanted to know What’s Due
On Friday? and who didn’t have patience for one more part
of their chaotic lives to be in the “it just depends” category,
you might be tempted to make some rules, too. You might
even come up with The Five Paragraph Essay.

That is, instead of saying, “Most readers in the U.S. prefer
to know exactly what they’re getting before they invest
too much time,” which is a thoughtful rhetorical analysis
that can help writers make good choices, you might say,
“Your thesis must come in the first paragraph.” Instead of
saying, “In Western cultures, many readers are comfortable
with threes: three bears, three strikes, three wishes, even
the Christian Trinity,” you might make a rule and say, “You
must write an essay with a beginning, an end, and three
middle paragraphs.” Instead of saying, “Your readers need
to know how your examples connect to one another, and
how each set of examples is related to your overall point,”
you might say, “Every paragraph needs to start with a
transition and a topic sentence and finish with a concluding
sentence.” And instead of saying, “Writers in the U.S. face
one of the most heterogeneous groups of readers in the
world, so we need to be as careful as possible to make
our meaning clear rather than assuming that all readers
know what we’re talking about,” you might just say, “Each
paragraph needs to include two concrete-detail sentences
and two commentary sentences.”
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You would intend to be helping your students by saying
these things, and for many young writers, having clear
rules is more useful than being told, “It depends.” But
eventually the rules start to be more limiting than helpful,
like a great pair of shoes that are now a size too small.
Good writers need some space to grow.

As a writer in college now, and as a writer in the
larger world full of real readers—whether they’re
reading your Facebook page, your letter to the
editor, or your business plan—you need to free
yourself from the rules and learn to make
rhetorical decisions. From now on, when you hear
someone tell you a rule for writing, try to figure
out the rhetorical challenge that lies behind it, and
consider the balancing acts you may need to
undertake. What do you want to say, and what
will help the readers in your primary audience “see
what you mean” and follow your main points?

There aren’t any easy answers: writing is still hard. But
the good news is that you can use a few helpful “rules”
as starting points when they seem appropriate, and set
aside the rest. You can draw on some key principles or
metaphors to help you imagine the needs of your readers,
and when you come to an open space where there doesn’t
seem to be a perfect rule or strategy to use, you can try
something. In the end, that’s what writers are always doing
as we write: trying this, trying that, trying something else,
hoping that we’ll make a breakthrough so that our readers
will say “Aha, I see what you mean!”—and they really,
truly will see it. You know James Bond 007 would try
something; Jane Eyre would try something; those Olympic
medalists and rock stars and pioneering cardiac surgeons



Composing Ourselves 99

and Silicon Valley whiz kids are always trying something.
In the same way, being a good writer is always more about
trying something than about following the rules, about
adapting to a new situation rather than replicating last
year’s essay. So take a deep breath, push all those nay-
saying rule-makers into the far corners of your brain, focus
on your current audience and purpose, and write!

N

Effective Communication and Persuasion

Whether for the benefit of your academic or professional
life, or even for your personal life, writing is an effective
tool to help you to be understood and to influence others.
Much of what we’ve talked about so far regarding the value
of writing has been about its ability to help you understand
yourself and to help you understand the world. But writing
also has an important power to help you to get others to
understand your message.

As we’ve already stated in discussing its creative potential,
writing gives you a voice. Writing can help you to state
your position and support it in a way that might persuade
others not only to understand your perspective, values, and
beliefs, but also to adopt them. And when you’re unsure
about something, you can even use writing as a method for
self-persuasion, to help you make up your mind about an
important topic.
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From resumes to term papers to work-related documents to
journaling and self-exploration, writing is an important and
powerful tool to have at the ready. This text can help you
sharpen that tool and to use it to the best of your ability.

N

Writing Anxiety

What this handout is about

This handout discusses the situational nature of writer’s
block and other writing anxiety and suggests things you
can try to feel more confident and optimistic about yourself
as a writer.

What are writing anxiety and writer’s block?

“Writing anxiety” and “writer’s block” are informal terms
for a wide variety of apprehensive and pessimistic feelings
about writing. These feelings may not be pervasive in a
person’s writing life. For example, you might feel perfectly
fine writing a biology lab report but apprehensive about
writing a paper on a novel.You may confidently tackle a
paper about the sociology of gender but delete and start
over twenty times when composing an email to a cute
classmate suggesting coffee. In other words, writing
anxiety and writers’ block are situational (Hjortshoj 7).
These terms do NOT describe psychological attributes.
People aren’t born anxious writers; rather, they become
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anxious or blocked through negative or difficult
experiences with writing.

When do these negative feelings arise?

Although there is a great deal of variation among
individuals, there are also some common experiences that
writers in general find stressful. For example, you may
struggle when you are: adjusting to a new form of
writing—for example, first year college writing, papers in
a new field of study, or longer forms than you are used
to (a long research paper, a senior thesis, a master’s thesis,
a dissertation) (Hjortshoj 56-76). writing for a reader or
readers who have been overly critical or demanding in
the past. remembering negative criticism received in the
past—even if the reader who criticized your work won’t
be reading your writing this time. working with limited
time or with a lot of unstructured time. responding to an
assignment that seems unrelated to academic or life goals.
dealing with troubling events outside of school.

What are some strategies for handling these feelings?

Get support Like 2 people like this. Choose a writing
buddy, someone you trust to encourage you in your writing
life. Your writing buddy might be a friend or family
member, a classmate, a teacher, a colleague, or a Writing
Center tutor. Talk to your writing buddy about your ideas,
your writing process, your worries, and your successes.
Share pieces of your writing. Make checking in with your
writing buddy a regular part of your schedule. When you
share pieces of writing with your buddy, use our handout
on asking for feedback.

In his book Understanding Writing Blocks, Keith Hjortshoj
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describes how isolation can harm writers, particularly
students who are working on long projects not connected
with coursework (134-135). He suggests that in addition
to connecting with supportive individuals, such students
can benefit from forming or joining a writing group, which
functions in much the same way as a writing buddy. A
group can provide readers, deadlines, support, praise, and
constructive criticism. For help starting one, see our
handout about writing groups.

Identify your strengths

Often, writers who are experiencing block or anxiety have
a worse opinion of their own writing than anyone else!
Make a list of the things you do well. You might ask a
friend or colleague to help you generate such a list. Here
are some possibilities to get you started:

+ [ explain things well to people.
[ get people’s interest.

* I have strong opinions.

I listen well.
» [ am critical of what I read.
¢ [ see connections.

Choose at least one strength as your starting point. Instead
of saying “I can’t write,” say “I am a writer who can ...”

Recognize that writing is a complex process

Writing is an attempt to fix meaning on the page, but you
know, and your readers know, that there is always more to
be said on a topic. The best writers can do is to contribute
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what they know and feel about a topic at a particular point
in time.

Writers often seek “flow,” which usually entails some sort
of breakthrough followed by a beautifully coherent
outpouring of knowledge. Flow is both a possibility—maost
people experience it at some point in their writing
lives—and a myth. Inevitably, if you write over a long
period of time and for many different situations, you will
encounter obstacles. As Hjortshoj explains, obstacles are
particularly common during times of
transition—transitions to new writing roles or to new kinds
of writing.

Think of yourself as an apprentice.

If block or apprehension is new for you, take time to
understand the situations you are writing in. In particular,
try to figure out what has changed in your writing life. Here
are some possibilities:

* You are writing in a new format.
* You are writing longer papers than before.
* You are writing for new audiences.

* You are writing about new subject matter.

* You are turning in writing from different stages
of the writing process—for example, planning
stages or early drafts.

It makes sense to have trouble when dealing with a
situation for the first time. It’s also likely that when you
confront these new situations, you will learn and grow.
Writing in new situations can be rewarding. Not every
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format or audience will be right for you, but you won’t
know which ones might be right until you try them. Think
of new writing situations as apprenticeships. When you’re
doing a new kind of writing, learn as much as you can
about it, gain as many skills in that area as you can, and
when you finish the apprenticeship, decide which of the
skills you learned will serve you well later on. You might
be surprised.

Below are some suggestions for how to learn about new
kinds of writing:

» Ask a lot of questions of people who are more
experienced with this kind of writing. Here are
some of the questions you might ask: What’s the
purpose of this kind of writing? Who’s the
audience? What are the most important elements
to include? What’s not as important? How do
you get started? How do you know when what
you’ve written is good enough? How did you
learn to write this way?

» Ask a lot of questions of the person who
assigned you a piece of writing. If you have a
paper, the best place to start is with the written
assignment itself. For help with this, see our
handout on understanding assignments.

* Look for examples of this kind of writing. (You
can ask your instructor if he/she could
recommend an example). Look, especially, for
variation. There are often many different ways
to write within a particular form. Look for ways
that feel familiar to you, approaches that you
like. You might want to look for published
models or, if this seems too intimidating, look at
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your classmates’ writing. In either case, ask
yourself questions about what these writers are
doing, and take notes. How does the writer
begin and end? In what order does the writer tell
things? How and when does the writer convey
her or his main point? How does the writer bring
in other people’s ideas? What is the writer’s
purpose? How does she or he achieve that
purpose?

* Read our handouts about how to write in
specific fields or how to handle specific writing
assignments.

* Listen critically to your readers. Before you
dismiss or wholeheartedly accept what they say,
try to understand them. If a reader has given you
written comments, ask yourself questions to
figure out the reader’s experience of your paper:
What is this reader looking for? What am I
doing that satisfies this reader? In what ways is
this reader still unsatisfied? If you can’t answer
these questions from the reader’s comments,
then talk to the reader, or ask someone else to
help you interpret the comments.

* Most importantly, don’t try to do everything at
once. Start with reasonable expectations. You
can’t write like an expert your first time out.
Nobody does! Use the criticism you get.

Once you understand what readers want, you are in a better
position to decide what to do with their criticisms. There
are two extreme possibilities—dismissing the criticisms
and accepting them all—but there is also a lot of middle
ground. Figure out which criticisms are consistent with
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your own purposes, and do the hard work of engaging
with them. Again, don’t expect an overnight turn-around,;
recognize that changing writing habits is a process and that
papers are steps in the process.

Chances are that at some point in your writing life you
will encounter readers who seem to dislike, disagree with,
or miss the point of your work. Figuring out what to do
with criticism from such readers is an important part of a
writer’s growth.

Try new tactics when you get stuck

Often, writing blocks occur at particular stages of the
writing process. The writing process is cyclical and
variable. For different writers, the process may include
reading, brainstorming, drafting, getting feedback,
revising, and editing. These stages do not always happen in
this order, and once a writer has been through a particular
stage, chances are she or he hasn’t seen the last of that
stage. For example, brainstorming may occur all along the
way.

Figure out what your writing process looks like and
whether there’s a particular stage where you tend to get
stuck. Perhaps you love researching and taking notes on
what you read, and you have a hard time moving from that
work to getting started on your own first draft. Or once
you have a draft, it seems set in stone and even though
readers are asking you questions and making suggestions,
you don’t know how to go back in and change it. Or just
the opposite may be true; you revise and revise and don’t
want to let the paper go.

Wherever you have trouble, take a longer look at what you
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do and what you might try. Sometimes what you do is
working for you; it’s just a slow and difficult process. Other
times, what you do may not be working; these are the times
when you can look around for other approaches to try:

* Talk to your writing buddy and to other
colleagues about what they do at the particular
stage that gets you stuck.

* Read about possible new approaches in our
handouts on brainstorming and revising.

 Try thinking of yourself as an apprentice to a
stage of the writing process and give different
strategies a shot.

 Cut your paper into pieces and tape them to the
wall, use eight different colors of highlighters,
draw a picture of your paper, read your paper
out loud in the voice of your favorite movie
star....

Okay, we’re kind of kidding with some of those last few
suggestions, but there is no limit to what you can try (for
some fun writing strategies, check out our online animated
demos). When it comes to conquering a block, give
yourself permission to fall flat on your face. Trying and
failing will you help you arrive at the thing that works for
you.

Celebrate your successes

Start storing up positive experiences with writing.
Whatever obstacles you’ve faced, celebrate the occasions
when you overcome them. This could be something as
simple as getting started, sharing your work with someone
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besides a teacher, revising a paper for the first time, trying
out a new brainstorming strategy, or turning in a paper that
has been particularly challenging for you. You define what
a success is for you. Keep a log or journal of your writing
successes and breakthroughs, how you did it, how you felt.
This log can serve as a boost later in your writing life when
you face new challenges.

Get support

Wait a minute, didn’t we already say that? Yes. It’s worth
repeating. Most people find relief for various kinds of
anxieties by getting support from others. Sometimes the
best person to help you through a spell of worry is someone
who’s done that for you before—a family member, a friend,
a mentor. Maybe you don’t even need to talk with this
person about writing; maybe you just need to be reminded
to believe in yourself, that you can do it.

Conclusion

Apprehension about writing is a common condition on
college campuses. Because writing is the most common
means of sharing our knowledge, we put a lot of pressure
on ourselves when we write. This handout has given some
suggestions for how to relieve that pressure. Talk with
others; realize we’re all learning; take an occasional risk;
turn to the people who believe in you. Counter negative
experiences by actively creating positive ones. Even after
you have tried all of these strategies and read every Writing
Center handout, invariably you will still have negative
experiences in your writing life. When you get a paper
back with a bad grade on it or when you get a rejection
letter from a journal, fend off the negative aspects of that
experience. Try not to let them sink in; try not to let your
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disappointment fester. Instead, jump right back in to some
area of the writing process. Failures of various kinds are
an inevitable part of the writing process. Without them, it
would be difficult if not impossible to grow as a writer.
Learning often occurs in the wake of a startling event,
something that stirs you up, something that makes you
wonder. Use your failures to keep moving.

Works consulted

We consulted these works while writing the original
version of this handout. This is not a comprehensive list of
resources on the handout’s topic, and we encourage you to
do your own research to find the latest publications on this
topic. Please do not use this list as a model for the format
of your own reference list, as it may not match the citation
style you are using. For guidance on formatting citations,
please see the UNC Libraries citation tutorial.

Hjortshoj, Keith. 2001. Understanding Writing Blocks.
Oxford: Oxford UP.

This is a particularly excellent resource for advanced
undergraduates and graduate students. Hjortshoj writes
about his experiences working with university students
experiencing block. He explains the transitional nature of
most writing blocks and the importance of finding support
from others when working on long projects.

Rose, Mike, ed. 1985. When a Writer Can’t Write: Studies
in Writer’s Block and Other Composing-Process Problems.
New York and London: The Guilford Press.

This collection of empirical studies is written primarily
for writing teachers, researchers and tutors. Studies focus



110 Elizabeth Burrows, Angela Fowler, Heath Fowler, and Amy
Locklear

on writers of various ages, including young children, high
school students, and college students.
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2.1 Rhetoric / Rhetorical

Article Links:

“Rhetorical Context” provided by Lumen Learning

Chapter Preview

» Define the three factors of rhetorical context:
purpose, author, and audience.

+ Identify ways the audience analysis helps you
make effective writing decisions.

N
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context?
sudience?
purpose?

| Explain the text's
rhetorical situation.

A YouTube element has been excluded from this version of
the text. You can view it online here:

https://composingourselvesandourworld.pressbooks.com/
?p=188

Rhetorical Context

provided by Lumen Learning
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Any piece of writing is shaped by external factors before
the first word is ever set down on the page. These factors
are referred to as the rhetorical situation, or rhetorical
context, and are often presented in the form of a pyramid.

PURPOSE
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The three key factors—purpose, author, and audience—all
work together to influence what the text itself says, and
how it says it. In this chapter, we will examine these along
with the writing process and writing for transfer.

Purpose

Purpose will sometimes be given to you (by a teacher, for
example), while other times, you will decide for yourself.
As the author, it’s up to you to make sure that purpose
is clear not only for yourself, but also—especially—for your
audience. If your purpose is not clear, your audience is not
likely to receive your intended message.

116
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There are, of course, many different reasons to write (e.g.,
to inform, to entertain, to persuade, to ask questions), and
you may find that some writing has more than one purpose.
When this happens, be sure to consider any conflict
between purposes, and remember that you will usually
focus on one main purpose as primary.

Bottom line: Thinking about your purpose before you
begin to write can help you create a more effective piece of
writing.

Why Purpose Matters

 If you’ve ever listened to a lecture or read an
essay and wondered “so what” or “what is this
person talking about,” then you know how
frustrating it can be when an author’s purpose is
not clear. By clearly defining your purpose
before you begin writing, it’s less likely you’ll
be that author who leaves the audience
wondering.

* If readers can’t identify the purpose in a text,
they usually quit reading. You can’t deliver a
message to an audience who quits reading.

« If a teacher can’t identify the purpose in your
text, they will likely assume you didn’t
understand the assignment and, chances are, you
won’t receive a good grade.

Audience

In order for your writing to be maximally effective, you
have to think about the audience you’re writing for and
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adapt your writing approach to their needs, expectations,
backgrounds, and interests. Being aware of your audience
helps you make better decisions about what to say and how
to say it. For example, you have a better idea if you will
need to define or explain any terms, and you can make a
more conscious effort not to say or do anything that would
offend your audience.

Sometimes you know who will read your writing — for
example, if you are writing an email to your boss. Other
times you will have to guess who is likely to read your
writing — for example, if you are writing a newspaper
editorial. You will often write with a primary audience in
mind, but there may be secondary and tertiary audiences to
consider as well.

What to Think About

When analyzing your audience, consider these points.
Doing this should make it easier to create a profile of your
audience, which can help guide your writing choices.

Background-knowledge or Experience — In general,
you don’t want to merely repeat what your audience
already knows about the topic you’re writing about; you
want to build on it. On the other hand, you don’t want to
talk over their heads. Anticipate their amount of previous
knowledge or experience based on elements like their age,
profession, or level of education.

Expectations and Interests — Your audience may expect
to find specific points or writing approaches, especially if
you are writing for a teacher or a boss. Consider not only
what they do want to read about, but also what they do
not want to read about.
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Attitudes and Biases — Your audience may have
predetermined feelings about you or your topic, which can
affect how hard you have to work to win them over or
appeal to them. The audience’s attitudes and biases also
affect their expectations — for example, if they expect to
disagree with you, they will likely look for evidence that
you have considered their side as well as your own.

Demographics — Consider what else you know about
your audience, such as their age, gender, ethnic and cultural
backgrounds, political preferences, religious affiliations,
job or professional background, and area of residence.
Think about how these demographics may affect how
much background your audience has about your topic,
what types of expectations or interests they have, and what
attitudes or biases they may have.

Useful Questions

Consider how the answers to the following questions may
affect your writing:

* What is my primary purpose for writing? How
do I want my audience to think, feel, or respond
after they read my writing?

» Do my audience’s expectations affect my
purpose? Should they?

* How can I best get my point across (e.g., tell a
story, argue, cite other sources)?

* Do I have any secondary or tertiary purposes?
Do any of these purposes conflict with one
another or with my primary purpose?



120 Elizabeth Burrows, Angela Fowler, Heath Fowler, and Amy
Locklear

Applying Your Analysis to Your Writing

Here are some general rules about writing, each followed
by an explanation of how audience might affect it.
Consider how you might adapt these guidelines to your
specific situation and audience. (Note: This is not an
exhaustive list. Furthermore, you need not follow the order
set up here, and you likely will not address all of these
approaches.)1

Add information readers need to understand your
document / omit information readers don’t
need. Part of your audience may know a lot about
your topic, while others don’t know much at all. When
this happens, you have to decide if you should provide
explanation or not. If you don’t offer explanation, you
risk alienating or confusing those who lack the
information. If you offer explanation, you create more
work for yourself and you risk boring those who
already know the information, which may negatively
affect the larger view those readers have of you and
your work. In the end, you may want to consider
how many people need an explanation, whether those
people are in your primary audience (rather than a
secondary audience), how much time you have to
complete your writing, and any length limitations
placed on you.

Change the level of the information you currently
have. Even if you have the right information, you
might be explaining it in a way that doesn’t make
sense to your audience. For example, you wouldn’t
want to use highly advanced or technical vocabulary

2.[1]
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in a document for first-grade students or even in a
document for a general audience, such as the audience
of a daily newspaper, because most likely some (or
even all) of the audience wouldn’t understand you.

Add examples to help readers
understand. Sometimes just changing the level of
information you have isn’t enough to get your point
across, so you might try adding an example. If you
are trying to explain a complex or abstract issue to
an audience with a low education level, you might
offer a metaphor or an analogy to something they are
more familiar with to help them understand. Or, if you
are writing for an audience that disagrees with your
stance, you might offer examples that create common
ground and/or help them see your perspective.

Change the level of your examples. Once you’ve
decided to include examples, you should make sure
you aren’t offering examples your audience finds
unacceptable or confusing. For example, some
teachers find personal stories unacceptable in
academic writing, so you might use a metaphor
instead.

Change the organization of your
information. Again, you might have the correct
information, but you might be presenting it in a
confusing or illogical order. If you are writing a paper
about physics for a physics professor who has his
or her PhD, chances are you won’t need to begin
your paper with a lot of background. However, you
probably would want to include background
information in the beginning of your paper if you were
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writing for a fellow student in an introductory physics
class.

Strengthen transitions. You might make decisions
about transitions based on your audience’s
expectations. For example, most teachers expect to
find topic sentences, which serve as transitions
between paragraphs. In a shorter piece of writing such
as a memo to co-workers, however, you would
probably be less concerned with topic sentences and
more concerned with transition words. In general, if
you feel your readers may have a hard time making
connections, providing transition words (e.g.,
“therefore” or “on the other hand”) can help lead them.

Write stronger introductions — both for the whole
document and for major sections.In general,
readers like to get the big picture up front. You can
offer this in your introduction and thesis statement,
or in smaller introductions to major sections within
your document. However, you should also consider
how much time your audience will have to read your
document. If you are writing for a boss who already
works long hours and has little or no free time, you
wouldn’t want to write an introduction that rambles
on for two and a half pages before getting into the
information your boss is looking for.

Create topic sentences for paragraphs and
paragraph groups. A topic sentence (the first
sentence of a paragraph) functions much the same
way an introduction does — it offers readers a preview
of what’s coming and how that information relates
to the overall document or your overall purpose. As
mentioned earlier, some readers will expect topic
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sentences. However, even if your audience isn’t
expecting them, topic sentences can make it easier for
readers to skim your document while still getting the
main idea and the connections between smaller ideas.

Change sentence style and length. Using the same
types and lengths of sentences can become boring
after awhile. If you already worry that your audience
may lose interest in your issue, you might want to
work on varying the types of sentences you use.

Use graphics, or use different graphics. Graphics
can be another way to help your audience visualize
an abstract or complex topic. Sometimes a graphic
might be more effective than a metaphor or step-by-
step explanation. Graphics may also be an effective
choice if you know your audience is going to skim
your writing quickly; a graphic can be used to draw
the reader’s eye to information you want to highlight.
However, keep in mind that some audiences may see
graphics as inappropriate.

Author

The final unique aspect of anything written down is who it
is, exactly, that does the writing. In some sense, this is the
part you have the most control over—it’s you who’s writing,
after all! You can harness the aspects of yourself that will
make the text most effective to its audience, for its purpose.

Analyzing yourself as an author allows you to make
explicit why your audience should pay attention to what
you have to say, and why they should listen to you on
the particular subject at hand.



Questions for Consideration

* What personal motivations do you have for
writing about this topic?

* What background knowledge do you have on
this subject matter?

* What personal experiences directly relate to this
subject? How do those personal experiences
influence your perspectives on the issue?

* What formal training or professional experience
do you have related to this subject?

* What skills do you have as a communicator?
How can you harness those in this project?

* What should audience members know about
you, in order to trust what you have to tell them?
How will you convey that in your writing?

1. (Rules adapted from David McMurrey’s online
text, Power Tools for Technical
Communication) |
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3.1 Invention As Process

Article links:

“Rhetoric _and Composition/Analyzing Assignments”
provided by Wikibooks

Chapter Preview

* Define the writing process.
 List strategies for analyzing an assignment.

* Identify the differences among the research
papetr, a narrative, rhetorical analysis, and a
summary paper.

/""'!5\_,..»'

128



Composing Ourselves 129

COMPARE & CONTRAST ANALYSE
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A YouTube element has been excluded from this version of
the text. You can view it online here:
https://composingourselvesandourworld.pressbooks.com/

?’p=196

Rhetoric and Composition/Analyzing
Assignments

Snowflakes, Fingerprints, and Assignments

Writing assignments in college differ as much as
instructors. There is no one guidebook, approach, or set
of rules that college teachers will consult when putting
together their coursework. Since each assignment will
always be unique, it is important to devote time to
thoroughly understanding what is being asked of you
before beginning. Don’t wait until the night before the
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work is due to begin asking questions and delving in. The
sooner you understand and approach the assignment’s
requirements, the less time you will spend second-guessing
(and needlessly revising) your writing.

Analyzing an Assignment

You will likely encounter many different kinds of writing
assignments in college, and it would be nearly impossible
to list all of them. However, regardless of genre, there
are some basic strategies one can use to approach these
assignments constructively.

* Read the assignment sheet early and
thoroughly. An assignment sheet may be
lengthy, but resist the temptation to skim it.
Observe and interpret every detail of the text.
Moreover, it is essential to focus on the key
words of the subject matter being discussed. It
would be unfortunate to hand in an incomplete
or misguided assignment because you did not
properly read and understand the guidelines.
Since you can easily overlook details on the first
reading, read the assignment sheet a second
time. As you are reading, highlight areas where
you have questions, and also mark words you
feel are particularly important. Ask yourself
why your professor has given this assignment.
How does it relate to what you are studying in
class? Pay attention to key words, such
as compare, contrast, analyze, etc. Who is your
audience? Should the paper be written in a
formal or informal tone? Is there documentation
required? If a specific number of sources are
required, how many must be books vs. online
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sources? What type of citation is called for:
APA, MLA, Chicago, etc.? Is there a page or
word count minimum/maximum? Are you
required to submit a draft before the final copy?
Will there be peer review?

Get answers to your questions. After
thoroughly reading the assignment sheet, you
might not have questions right away. However,
after reading it again, either before or or after
you try to start the assignment, you might find
that you have questions. Don’t play a guessing
game when it comes to tackling assignment
criteria—ask the right person for help: the
instructor. Discuss any and all questions with
the person who assigned the work, either in
person or via email. Visit him or her during
office hours or stay after class. Do not wait until
the last minute, as doing so puts your grade at
risk. Don’t be shy about asking your professors
questions. Not only will you better your
understanding and the outcome of your paper,
but professors tend to enjoy and benefit from
student inquiry, as questions help them rethink
their assignments and improve the clarity of
their expectations. You likely are not the only
student with a question, so be the one who is
assertive and responsible enough to get answers.
In the worst case scenario, when you have done
all of these things and a professor still fails to
provide you with the clarity you are looking for,
discuss your questions with fellow classmates.

Writing Centers. Many colleges and
universities have a writing center. Tutors are
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helpful consultants for reviewing writing
assignments both before and after you begin. If
you feel somewhat confident about what you
need to include in your writing assignment,
bring your completed outline and/or the first
draft of your paper together with your
assignment sheet. Tutors can also review your
final draft before its submission to your
professor. Many writing centers allow you to
make appointments online for convenience and
may also have “walk-in” availability. It is a
good idea to check out the available options a
week or so in advance of when you will actually
need the appointment, or even longer if it will be
during mid-term or finals week.

* Create a timeline. Set due dates for yourself,
whether they be to have a topic picked or a
whole rough draft completed. Procrastination
rarely results in a good paper. Some school
libraries offer helpful computer programs that
can create an effective assignment timeline for
you. This is a helpful option for new,
inexperienced writers who have not yet learned
the art of analyzing assignments, and who are
not familiar with the amount of time that is
required for the college writing process.
Remember, late papers may or may not be
accepted by your instructor, and even if they are
your grade will likely be reduced. Don’t sell
yourself short with late submissions.

Prewriting and Brainstorming
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Every writing assignment
from every discipline "
requires the formulation of e C e
complex ideas. Thus, once s
the assignment guidelines
have been thoroughly
considered, you should
begin to explore how you
plan structure your work in

order to meet them. While J % i i

this is often considered to s K o

be the start of the writing e b (’
process, it is also an . ) 5
essential part of  prewriting Analysis

assignment analysis, as it

is here that the assignment is broken down into the most
digestible parts. Such a process can be done either
individually or in a group, depending on the situation.

* Prewriting. The first and foremost stage of the
individual writing process is that of Prewriting.
Often overlooked by inexperienced writers, this
is essentially the architectural stage of the
writing/analysis process, where the foundations
of an assignment are first laid out and
constructed. Free-
writing, outlining, diagramming,
and mapping are all possible approaches to this
stage of development, where the goal is to
organize one’s ideas around the requirements of
the task at hand. Many people begin this right
on the assignment sheet, as it can be helpful to
highlight what the instructor is specifically
asking for while simultaneously adding one’s
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own understanding to the ideas. Eventually
though, you will want to move to a separate
page. If you are free-writing, you should start
by writing out an assignment related question or
main concept, and then proceed to freely (with
or without punctuation or formality) write
anything that comes to mind in relation to it. If
you are outlining, you are essentially breaking
down the main ideas of the assignment and your
response to them in a linear format (by
paragraph, subject, section, subsection etc.). If
you are diagramming, your prewriting can take
many different forms, but always as a visual
representation of your response to some/all of
the assignment constituents. Lastly, if you

are mapping, you are essentially outlining in a
more visual way, using both linear and non-
linear representation to organize your ideas
about the assignment. Research can also be
conducted during this stage of the writing/
analysis process, as it is sometimes helpful to
know more about a topic before you make the
commitment to writing about it. You may even
choose to use more than one of these approaches
if you find it helpful in developing your
understanding of the assignment.

* Brainstorming. Similar to prewriting,
brainstorming takes place in the space between
analysis and drafting, the difference being that
brainstorming generally involves group
discussion. The size of a brainstorming group
varies according to task, but ideally consists of
smaller odd numbers (3, 5, or 7) when there is
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no assigned mediator present. There are
obviously many pitfalls to such group
discussion, and many divergent possibilities
(distractions, freeloading, repetition, etc.) that
can lead to counter-productivity. Nonetheless, if
all members are devoted to the task of analysis
and development, the variety of perspectives can
prove to be most rewarding. If all goes well,
each member of the group takes turns posing
questions related to the assignment being
discussed, to which the other members respond
openly and freely. When positive attitudes and
constructive criticism can manage to be
maintained, each member of the group will have
his or her own critical thinking expanded upon
and enriched by the understanding of the other
group members.

Sample Assignments

As discussed earlier, instructors will come up with any
number of assignments, most of which will stress different
types of composition. In each section below, there are
sample assignment directions and suggestions on how to
proceed. What follows is not meant to be a comprehensive
list of assignments, but rather a short list of the most
common assignments you can expect to see in an
introductory English course. Many assignments not listed
here are simply creative variations of these basic directives.
For example, you could approach a visual analysis the
same way you would a rhetorical analysis; an argument
paper is similar to a research paper, perhaps with a shorter
argument. The techniques you use in writing a narrative
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can also translate into writing a short story or observational
essay.

Research Paper

For this paper, you will take a position on a topic of either
local or national interest. Research the topic thoroughly,
making sure you know all sides of the debate, and decide
what your position will be.

Your task is to write an 8 to 10 page research paper
convincing your audience of your point of view. You are
required to use at least 8 sources, 4 of which should be
scholarly (peer reviewed). You will use MLA format for
your in-text citations and Works Cited page. Remember, the
key to a good debate is knowing the opposition. Therefore,
some of your sources and paper should be dedicated to such.
Use this as an opportunity to show how your viewpoint is
conclusive.

You will likely have to write a research paper of a
significant length during college. Students are usually
overwhelmed by the page count and the struggle to come
up with a paper topic. Sometimes, in an attempt to make
sure he or she reaches the page minimum, students choose
very broad research categories like welfare or the death
penalty. Believe it or not, these extensive topics generally
do not make for great papers, simply because there is too
much information to cover. Narrow topics allow for more
in-depth research and writing. Choosing a topic takes time
and research, so don’t be surprised if your instructor
requires your topic ahead of time. This is to make sure you
do not leave all of your research until the last minute. Look
online for topics that interest you and write down a few
notes about what is going on in that field. Since a research
paper generally involves an argument, you must pick a
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topic that has two sides. One-sided, fact-based arguments
such as “smoking is bad for your health,” are not suitable
for research papers.

Look at the assignment sheet for key words. What is the
purpose of the paper? To argue. What are your
requirements? Not only are there page requirements, but
also source requirements. What are scholarly sources?
How do you judge the credibility of a source? Are you
familiar with MLA?

There is one mistake that is very easy to make: confusing
an argumentative research paper with an expository one.
Don’t let your argumentative research paper become an
informational report where you simply list information on
a topic (expository writing). Unless explicitly stated, that is
not your assignment.

Narrative

A narrative can be defined as a story or account of an
experience or event. Think of a moment or experience that
you found to be particularly important, meaningful,
humorous, etc., and describe this event. Events do not have
to be extraordinary large or dramatic to be important and fun
to read—a snapshot of what happened while you were sitting
at a stoplight can be just as entertaining as a story about
being in a tornado.

Narratives are a favorite first assignment for instructors, as
it is assumed that most people find it easiest to write about
what they are familiar with. At the same time, the idea
of self-reflective writing can be very intimidating. Most
students have fantastic stories to tell, but inevitably edit
themselves too early by worrying that their stories might
not be “important” enough.
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However, the assignment clearly states that you should
not worry about your narrative concerning a large event.
One of the key words is “describe.” Therefore, the most
important part of the assignment is your use of description
(“show, don’t tell”). Prewrite and describe a few ideas you
might want to talk about. Pick one of them and start writing
down as many descriptive details as you can think of about
the event. Who were you with? Where were you? What
was the weather like? What did the building look like?
What were you thinking? How did you feel? What did you
learn? Recording these concrete details will help guide you
through your narrative. Don’t forget to include as many
sensory perceptions (taste, touch, sight, sound, and smell)
as possible to paint the clearest picture of what you are
trying to describe to your reader.

At this point, you still might be worried about the
“importance” of the story. While it is true that your story
should come to some sort of point, themes usually develop
naturally in a story. If you begin your story with an agenda,
you’ll often find yourself describing the theme and not the
event itself. Allow the themes to develop, and do not try to
force them unto the page.

Rhetorical Analysis

A rhetorical analysis calls for students to closely read a
text and determine several characteristics about it (author,
context, purpose, emotional appeal/effects, etc).

At first, a rhetorical analysis sounds somewhat difficult.
However, analyzing just means making a conscious effort
to read each word carefully and think about what the author
is doing. The first step would be to read the piece, not
once, but two or three times. Highlight important passages
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and take notes. For this assignment, the instructor wanted
students to write about ethos, logos, and pathos, which
are rhetorical terms you should become familiar with. Pay
attention to specific word choices that may evoke emotion,
or any facts the author may have put forward in the text.
Look at the background of the author as well as the time
period in which he or she was writing. Consider the tone
of the piece. Is it formal/informal/serious/humorous? These
are all things to keep in mind while reading. Make an
ongoing list of the author’s rhetorical techniques that you
may want to discuss in your paper.

Remember to be mindful of your essay’s organization. It
is easy to discuss three different topics in one paragraph
and jump back and forth from one idea to the next, but this
makes it difficult for your reader to follow. Also, do not
forget that this is not a reflection. For this assignment, the
instructor isn’t concerned with your reaction to the text, or
your ability to summarize; he or she wants to gauge your
analytical skills.

Summary/Response Paper

Read Martin Luther King Jr.’s “Letter from Birmingham
Jail.” Give a brief summary of the article and a response.
Cite specific examples and avoid generalizations.

Before writing a summary, it is important to use your
critical reading skills. Plan on reading the article at least
two, but preferably three times.

* First, read the article from the beginning to
the end to get a general sense of its main
ideas. You don’t have to understand every word
at this point. After you’ve read the whole article,
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write down a few sentences that explain its main
ideas in your own words.

* Second, read the article again, this time more
slowly. Annotate as you read. “Annotate” means
that, as you read, you mark up the text by
underlining, highlighting, or circling sentences
or phrases that seem important or revealing.
Annotating also involves taking notes, either in
the margin of the article or on a separate piece
of paper. You could begin by writing down the
main point of each paragraph in the margin next
to it. “Converse” with the text by asking
questions, making connections to other things
you’ve read, and noting areas of confusion.

+ Third, continue your conversation with the
article by reading it a third time. This time,
read very slowly and carefully. Try to answer
the questions you asked during the second
reading. You don’t need to find the right answer.
Actually, it’s likely that there is no one
absolutely correct answer. But let your own
ideas respond to your questions as you layer this
set of notes over your first set. Your answers
will really be more like suggestions. Think
about how the different pieces of the article fit
together to form a unified whole. Go back to the
summary you wrote after your first reading and
revise it to reflect your deeper understanding
and consideration of the author’s ideas.

Now you are ready to summarize the article. In a summary,
you use your own wordsto describe the author’s main
points. This means that the author’s minor ideas will be
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left out. If you choose to include some of the author’s
exact words, remember to enclose them in quotation marks.
Every summary needs a citation because, while the words
are your own, the ideas are not.

While writing a summary may be a familiar assignment
from high school, college instructors will frequently
require a response. Writing a response is explaining your
reaction to the text. However, statements such as “I did/
did not like it” are not sufficient. Not only must you be
more thoughtful and academic with your response, but you
should also support what you say. For example, if you think
that the author did not think sufficiently explain one of
his main ideas, find the exact places in the text where the
author’s writing is weak, incomplete, or confusing. In the
same way, describe your positive reactions to the text as
well.

Your summary and response should be in at least two
different paragraphs; don’t combine the author’s ideas and
your reactions in a single paragraph. However, your
instructor doesn’t want two huge paragraphs, so divide the
summary and/or the response into multiple paragraphs if
necessary. Shorter paragraphs help you, as a writer, stay
organized and helps the reader follow your ideas. The
summary and response should each be about one page.

Finishing the Assignment

Remember, no matter what the assignment, identifying key
words in guidelines can help you determine what type
of thinking and ability the professor wants you to
demonstrate. The following six areas of competencies are
from  Bloom’s Taxonomy. To learn  more,

visit: http://jerz.setonhill.edu/writing/style/taxonomy.htm.


http://jerz.setonhill.edu/writing/style/taxonomy.htm
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* Knowledge: This becomes evident in how well
you remember the subject matter, such as the
major ideas, dates, places, events, etc. Questions
may begin with: Identify, describe, examine,
when, where, who.

» Comprehension: How well you understand the
information presented. Can you describe the
information in your own words? Questions may
begin with: Interpret, contrast, predict, discuss.

 Application: Can you use the principles learned
to solve other problems in different situations?
Questions may begin with: Illustrate, examine,
modify, experiment, relate.

* Analysis: Can you recognize hidden meanings,
see patterns, identify the underlying parts?
Questions may begin with: Separate, order,
connect, classify, divide, explain.

 Synthesis: Can you relate knowledge from
different areas to draw conclusions? Questions
may begin with: Modify, rearrange, substitute,
design, invent, generalize.

 Evaluation: This involves verifying the value of
the evidence when solving controversies,
developing opinions, etc. Questions may begin
with: Decide, convince, select, compare,
summarize.

If you need clarification on what your instructor is looking
for, do not hesitate to ask. After you have finished your
paper, be sure to double-check that you have fulfilled all
the requirements. Proofread your paper multiple times
before handing in the final copy.
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Important Concepts

keywords
prewriting
diagramming
mapping
brainstorming
narrative
rhetorical analysis
summary
knowledge
comprehension
application
analysis
synthesis

evaluation
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3.2 Brainstorming Techniques

Article links:

“Idea Mapping” provided by University of Minnesota

“The Little Green Ball and Some People: Doing Details
Right” by E. Shelley Reid

“Journalistic Questions” provided by Writing Commons
“Clustering: Spider Maps” provided by Writing Commons

Chapter Preview

+ List the benefits of brainstorming.

» Describe the idea mapping method of
brainstorming.

N
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How To Brainstorm

Ask Yourself the 5 Questions

wWho?

Whate
When?
Wheret

Why#

Business'

A YouTube element has been excluded from this version of
the text. You can view it online here:
https://composingourselvesandourworld.pressbooks.com/
?p=198

Idea Mapping

provided by University of Minnesota

Idea mapping allows you to visualize your ideas on paper
using circles, lines, and arrows. This technique is also
known as clustering because ideas are broken down and
clustered, or grouped together. Many writers like this
method because the shapes show how the ideas relate or
connect, and writers can find a focused topic from the
connections mapped. Using idea mapping, you might


https://composingourselvesandourworld.pressbooks.com/?p=198#pb-interactive-content
https://composingourselvesandourworld.pressbooks.com/?p=198#pb-interactive-content
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discover interesting connections between topics that you
had not thought of before.

To create an idea map, start with your general topic in a
circle in the center of a blank sheet of paper. Then write
specific ideas around it and use lines or arrows to connect
them together. Add and cluster as many ideas as you can
think of.

Notice Mariah’s largest circle contains her general topic,
mass media. Then, the general topic branches into two
subtopics written in two smaller circles: television and
radio. The subtopic television branches into even more
specific topics: cable and DVDs. From there, Mariah drew
more circles and wrote more specific ideas: high definition
and digital recording from cable and Blu-ray from DVDs.
The radio topic led Mariah to draw connections between
music, downloads versus CDs, and, finally, piracy.

From this idea map, Mariah saw she could consider
narrowing the focus of her mass media topic to the more
specific topic of music piracy.


https://open.lib.umn.edu/app/uploads/sites/13/2015/04/dd39b3bc520b1037a32044c122f6d6ad.jpg
https://open.lib.umn.edu/app/uploads/sites/13/2015/04/dd39b3bc520b1037a32044c122f6d6ad.jpg
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The Little Green Ball and Some People:
Doing Details Right

by E. Shelley Reid, an excerpt from Ten Ways To Think
About Writing: Metaphoric Musings for College Writing
Students

Now we know: I can read my own mind, and you can read
your own mind, and this self-mind-reading is even easier
to do than breathing in and out on a lovely April morning.
When I write something like “I have a little green ball”
on the whiteboard, I read my mind as I read the board,
so I understand it—and I’m positive, therefore, that you
understand it. Meanwhile, you read my sentence and your
own mind together and the meaning is so perfectly clear to
you that it’s nearly impossible to imagine that you’re not
understanding exactly what I intended.

I have a little green ball. Even a five-year-old could read
this sentence and know what I mean, right?

Try something. Bring both hands up in front of your face,
and use each one to show one possible size of this “little”
ball. (You can try this with friends: have everyone close
their eyes and show the size of a “little” ball with their
hands, then open their eyes, and look around.) Hmm.
Already there’s some possible disagreement, even though
it seemed so clear what “little” meant.
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Maybe “green” is easier: you know what “green” is, right?
Of course. But now, can you think of two different versions
of “green”? three versions? five? In the twenty-five minds
in a classroom, say, we might have at least twenty kinds of
little, and maybe a hundred kinds of green, and we haven’t
even discussed what kind of “ball” we might be talking
about. Those of you who are math whizzes can see the
permutations that come from all those variables. If I sent
you to Mega Toyland with the basic instructions, “Buy me
a little green ball,” the chances are slim that you would
come home with the ball I had in mind.

If I don’t care about the exact ball—I just need something
ball-like and not too huge and somewhat greenish—then
it doesn’t matter. I can leave it up to you to decide.
(Occasionally, it’s effective to avoid details: if I were
writing a pop song about my broken heart, I'd be
deliberately vague so that you’d think the song was about
your heart, and then you’d decide to download or even buy
my song.) But the more I care that you know exactly what
I’m thinking, the more the details matter to me, then the
more information I need to give you.

What information would you need to write down so that
someone would buy the exact little green ball that you’re
thinking of while he or she is shopping at Mega Toyland?

If you’re going to show me, or each other, what you’re
thinking, using only language, it will take several
sentences, perhaps a whole paragraph—filled with facts
and statistics, comparisons, sensory description, expert
testimony, examples, personal experiences—to be sure that
what’s in your mind is what’s in my mind. After my
students and I finish examining my ball and choosing rich
language to show it, the whiteboard often reads something
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like this: “I have a little green ball about an inch in
diameter, small enough to hide in your hand. It’s light neon
green like highlighter ink and made of smooth shiny rubber
with a slightly rough line running around its equator as if
two halves were joined together. When I drop it on the tile
floor, it bounces back nearly as high as my hand; when I
throw it down the hallway, it careens unpredictably off the
walls and floor.” Now the ball in your mind matches the
ball in my hand much more closely.

Showing is harder than just telling, and takes longer, and
is dependent on your remembering that nobody reads your
mind like you do. Can you think of other “little green
ball” words or phrases that you might need to show more
clearly? How do you describe a good movie or a bad meal?
How would you describe your mother, your hometown,
your car? Try it on a blank page or in an open document:
write one “you know what I mean” sentence, then write
every detail and example you can think of to make sure that
a reader does know what you mean. Then you can choose
the most vivid three or four, the ones that best show your
readers what you want them to understand.

There’s another kind of description that requires mind
reading. If I write on the board that “some people need
to learn to mind their own business sometimes,” would
you agree with me? (By now, you should be gaining some
skepticism about being able to read my mind.) In my head,
I’m filling in “some people” and “their business” and
“sometimes” with very specific, one-time-only examples.
It’s like I have a YouTube clip playing in my head, or
a whole season’s worth of a reality TV show, and you
don’t have access to it yet. (I might as well be saying
“I have cookies!” but not offering to share any of them
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with you.) If I give you a snapshot from that film, if I use
language to provide a one-time-only example, I show you:
“My ninety-year-old grandmother needs to stop calling up
my younger cousin Celia like she did last night and telling
her to persuade me to move back home to Laramie so my
mom won’t get lonely and take up extreme snowboarding
just to go meet some nice people.” Does that help you
see how the onetime-only example you were thinking of,
when you read my boring sentence along with your own
mind, is different from what I wanted you to think? As
writers, we need to watch out for the some-people example
and the plural example: “Sometimes things bother me” or
“Frederick Douglass had lots of tricks for learning things
he needed to know.” If an idea is important, give an exact
one-time snapshot with as much detail as possible.

In a writing class, you also have to learn to be greedy as a
reader, to ask for the good stuff from someone else’s head
if they don’t give it to you, to demand that they share their
cookies: you have to be brave and say, “I can’t see what
you mean.” This is one of the roles teachers take up as we
read your writing. (One time during my first year teaching,
one of my students snorted in exasperation upon receiving
his essay back from me. “So, like, what do you do,” he
asked, “just go through the essay and write “Why? How
so? Why? How so? Why? How so?’ randomly all over the
margins and then slap that ‘B—" on there?” I grinned and
said, “Yep, that’s about it.”)

It’s also your job as a peer reader to read skeptically and
let your fellow writer know when he or she is assuming
the presence of a mind reader—because none of us knows
for sure if we’re doing that when we write, not until we
encounter a reader’s “Hunh?” or “Wha-a-a-?” You can
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learn a lot about writing from books and essays like this
one, but in order to learn how not to depend on reading
your own mind, you need feedback from a real, live reader
to help you gauge how your audience will respond.

N

Journalistic Questions

provided by Writing Commons

Question

1. Who? Who is doing this? Who will do this?
2. What? What did they do?  What was it for?

3. Where? X\;here did they do giﬁfpi;ni; going
U A
5. When? xg;gﬁfnié? m)l;l;;i it going to
6. How? iPtI;Jw did they do Foogxci) (iit% they hope
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Clustering: Spider Maps

provided by Writing Commons

Use visual brainstorming to develop and organize your
ideas.

Cluster diagrams, spider maps, mind maps—these terms are
used interchangeably to describe the practice of visually
brainstorming about a topic. Modern readers love cluster
diagrams and spider maps because they enable readers to
discern your purpose and organization in a moment.

When Is Clustering/Spider Mapping Useful?

As depicted below, writers use clustering to help sketch out
ideas and suggest logical connections. In this way, writers
use cluster diagrams and spider maps as an invention tool.
When clustering, they do not impose an order on their
thinking. Instead, after placing the idea in the center of the
page, they then free-associate.

Remembering that the goal is to generate ideas, make the
drawing visually attractive, perhaps using color or a
variety of geometric shapes and layout formats. Typical
cluster and spider maps resemble the following:

» Branches: If ideas seem closely related to you,
consider using small branches, like tree limbs, to
represent their similarities.
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Arrows: Use arrows to represent processes or
cause and effect relationships.

Groupings: If a number of ideas are connected,
go ahead and put a circle around them.

Bullets: List ideas that seem related.

In addition to being a powerful invention strategy, cluster
maps and spider maps can also be used to represent
complex relationships to readers.

Online Cluster/Spider Maps

Visual thesaurus: This online software
application draws cluster diagrams around
words. Plug in a word and watch similar terms
spin around it. Give it time and you’ll see many
interesting associations.

Forest management: View an example of a
hand-drawn cluster map.

Sociograms: Two well-functioning teams:
Social network analysis encourages visual
depictions of people’s collaborative networks.

Social networks: Examples of how maps of



Composing Ourselves 155

social networks can be drawn. Evaluating the
alcohol environment: Here cluster maps are
drawn to show correlations between bars and
violent crime.

5. Crime patterns made clear for Portland,
Oregon, citizens via Internet mapping: This
essay provides examples of how crime maps
show patterns in criminal be

When Are Clustering/Spider Maps Useful?

* Clustering is a particularly effective strategy
during the early part of a writing project when
you’re working to define the scope and
parameters of a project.

» Congue Clustering can help you identify what
you do know and what you need to research
about a topic.

N

Important Concepts

idea mapping

visually brainstorming
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Chapter 4: Rhetorical Invention &
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4.1 Reading To Write:
What Models and
Reading Strategies
Can Offer

4.2 The Rhetorical

Situation: Analyzing
& Composing
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4.1 Reading To Write: What Models and
Reading Strategies Can Offer

Article links:

“Why Study Rhetoric? or, What Freestyle Rap Teaches Us
about Writing” provided by Writing Commons

[3

‘Reading Academic Texts” provided by Lumen Learning

“Active Reading” provided by Writing Commons

“What are New Literacies?” provided by Writing
Commons

Chapter Preview

+ Explore the purpose of academic reading.

» Explain active reading strategies to use when
reading academic texts.

NG
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TEXTS: P 2 DB

N
- context?

sudience?
purpose?

1. Explain the text's
rhetorical situation.

A YouTube element has been excluded from this version of
the text. You can view it online here:
https://composingourselvesandourworld.pressbooks.com/
?p=202

Why Study Rhetoric? or, What Freestyle
Rap Teaches Us about Writing

provided by Writing Commons

The website eHow has a page on “How to Freestyle Rap”
(“Difficulty: Moderately Challenging”), and I’m trying to
figure out what I think about it. On one hand, it seems like
it would be against the ethos of an authentic rapper to use
a page like this to brush up on freestyle skills. After all, the
page is hosted on a corporate website owned by Demand
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Media, Inc., the same people behind, among other things, a
golf site.

But on the other hand, the advice seems solid.
The eHow page encourages me to follow an easy, seven-
step model:

“Learn the basics.”
“Just start flowing.”

“Write down some good rhymes ahead of time.”

“Practice at home in your spare time.”

1

2

3

4. “Work on your wordplay.”
5

6. “Have a rap battle.”

7

“Rap what you know.” (“How to Freestyle
Rap!))

The page treats freestyling as an art that can be practiced
effectively by anyone, as long as the rapper is willing
to research, take risks, spend time developing the craft,
practice with a community and for an audience, and stay
true to him/herself—i.e., to keep it real.

And here’s the thing: I think rhetoric is the same way. That
is, it’s an art that can be practiced effectively by anyone,
as long as the rhetor (the person who is communicating
rhetorically) is willing to research, take risks, spend time
developing the craft, practice with a community and for an
audience, and stay true to him/herself.

You don’t hear me though.

ke sk

That’s right: rhetoric is an art. But not necessarily art the
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way we think of it. The ancient Greeks called rhetoric
a techne, a word they used to mean “a craft or ability to do
something, a creative skill; this can be physical or mental,
positive or negative, like that of metalworking or trickery”
(Papillion 149).

Other examples of techne? Ship-building, for one. You’d
better not muddle your way through the art of building a
ship, or you’ll ruddy well sink.

Rhetoric developed as an oral art, the art of knowing how
to give an effective speech—say, in a court, in a law-
making session, or at a funeral speech. And if you muddled
your way through a speech, not convincing anyone, not
moving anyone, looking like a general schmuck in a toga,
you’d ruddy well sink there, too.

ke sk

So rhetoric is an art. But of what? The shortest answer: it’s
an art of communication, whether written, spoken, painted,
streamed, or whatever.

But how do you judge when communication has worked,
when it’s effective? In other words, how do you know
when someone has used rhetorical skills well?

That’s easy: when an audience says it’s effective. So:

* An anchor on a conservative news show makes
a jab at President Obama. Conservative
watchers thought the jab was well-deserved and
well-timed; it was rhetorically effective for
them. Liberal watchers thought it was a cheap
shot; it wasn’t rhetorically effective for them.
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* A student writes an essay arguing that
advertisements are so pervasive in the U.S. that
he can’t even go to the bathroom without seeing
Coke’s logo. His roommate reads it and doesn’t
think advertising is a big deal; he’s not
convinced, so it’s not a rhetorically effective
essay for him. But his teacher reads it and thinks
it’s cleverly argued and bitingly true. It works
for her; it’s rhetorically effective for her.

* Eminem ends a rap battle to raucous applause
from the people in the room, but the old
grandmother in the back of the club thinks it
was all a lot of noise. To her, Eminem’s rapping
wasn’t rhetorically effective.

So rhetoric can’t be judged completely objectively. It
wouldn’t make sense to say that someone’s rhetoric was
“right” or “wrong” (though it can be “better” or “worse”
for specific audiences). It all comes down to the audience.

Also, notice that all of those examples describe situations
where the rhetor is being persuasive in one way or another.
That’s a common definition of rhetoric—that it’s the art
of persuasion. And persuasion is important—we’re
constantly trying to convince people, either subtly or
overtly, to understand our points of view, and people are
constantly trying to convince us of their points of view.

But I like to think of rhetoric as being about more than
just persuasion, which starts to sound all bossy and
manipulative when I think of that way. Instead, I think
rhetoric is the art of making a connection with an audience.
It’s a series of techniques to help me share the way I see
things with someone else. And depending on who I’'m
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sharing with, I’'ll use different techniques. I wouldn’t
communicate my views to my wife in the same way that I
would to the U.S. president, or to Jay-Z.

ke sk

The best rappers are surprising. You lean over laughing at
wordplay that you didn’t expect. You smile, get into the
groove, listen more carefully, and later you remember how
much you enjoyed it. The communication was effective.

ke sk

I read Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance in my
senior year of high school, but I didn’t really get it. The
author kept talking about rhetoric, and even after I looked
up the definition, it didn’t make any sense to me.

Looking back, I think that’s ironic: the beating, blood-
pumping heart of rhetoric is a consideration of audience.
Speaking or writing or composing something that works
the way you want it to for the audience you want it to work
for.

But I don’t think senior-year me was the intended audience
of Zen. If T had been, the author was pretty lousy at being
rhetorical, because he didn’t explain well enough
what rhetoric even means. The concepts he wanted his
audience to be convinced of after reading his book didn’t
leave me convinced and riveted; instead, I was glassy-eyed
and dreaming about angsty 90s rock. He was thoroughly
un-rhetorical in his discussion of rhetoric.

I read the book now and I’m moved and touched. He shared
his views effectively with me. Without the text changing at
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all, I became his audience. I get it now. So he was being
rhetorical after all. It’s both.

ke sk

Why study rhetoric? It’s the same as if you asked, “Why
study freestyle rap?” Both are a set of skills and techniques
that often come naturally, but which people can learn to do
better by studying the methods that have proven effective
in the past.

“Why study painting?” Because by studying how other
people paint, you learn new techniques that make you a
more effective painter.

“Why study business?” Because by studying how other
people do business, you learn new techniques that make
you a more effective businessperson.

Why study ship-building, or basket-weaving, or trickery, or
anything else that you might be able to muddle through but
which you’d be better at with some training and practice?
Isn’t it obvious?

It’s the same with rhetoric, but in realm of communication.
Why not learn some techniques that will increase the
chance that your audience will think/feel/believe the way
you want them to after hearing/reading/experiencing
whatever it is that you’re throwing at them?

And that’s only thinking about you in the composer’s role.
What about when you’re in the receiving end, hearing/
reading/experiencing things that have been carefully
crafted so that you’ll buy into them? A scary of list of
rhetorically effective people: politicians, advertisers, super-
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villains. (You want rhetoric? Just listen to the slimy words
of the Emperor in Return of the Jedior the words
Voldemort beams into everyone’s brain in Harry Potter
and the Deathly Hallows, Part Two.) Studying rhetoric has
the uncanny effect of opening your eyes to when people
are trying to be all rhetorical on you, wielding their
communication skills like an evil weapon.

ke sk

My friend to me, the other day: “Ugh. Carrie just wrote
something inappropriate on her fiancée’s Facebook wall
again.”

Me: “What’d she say?”

My friend: “I don’t even remember. It was something all
gushy and uncomfortable. I skimmed back a bit and saw
she’s been doing that a lot. Doesn’t she know that she can
write messages that go just to him and not the rest of us?
She doesn’t have to post that stuff on his wall!”

As I thought about this conversation, I realized that Carrie
(not her real name) was in some ways being a rhetorical
failure. Yes, her fiancée (one person), who was certainly
the primary intended recipient of her message, probably
found the wall post very rhetorically effective. That is, he
surely felt the gushy emotions that she meant for him to
feel. Her message worked. How rhetorical!

But because a Facebook wall is to some extent public,
there are others who will read her post too (hundreds of
people). What is the intended message for them? If we
trust and like Carrie (and if she’s lucky), then we may
think, “Oh, it’s sweet when people are public about their
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love for each other!” If we’re kind of sick of Carrie, we
might think, “She just plain doesn’t get that we don’t care
about her digital smooches and hugs.” And if we’re mad
at her, we might think, “She’s publicly declaring her love
to him because she wants us to feel bad that we don’t have
the kind of true love that she has!” In short, the message to
most of us is either A) that’s nice, B) oh, gross, or C) that
hussy.

Why study rhetoric? Because so many people so often
seem to have no no no idea about how to communicate
well.

ke sk

We’re still beating around the bush when it comes to what
rhetorical skills actually look like. Up to this point, you
could say, “You keep talking about all these different
collections of skills, but besides freestyling, I barely have
any idea how to go about being effective at this stuff.”
Fine—pass the mic.

Mic passed. Among lots of other things, some of the skills
practiced by rhetors (and composition students) include:

* Basics that effective communicators keep in
mind (like discovering the best time and place to
communicate, clarifying what the
communication is about, and learning about
your audience)

+ Techniques for deciding the best kinds of ideas
and evidence to use for a given audience (like
freewriting, open-minded research, and other
forms of what we call “invention”)
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 Techniques for deciding on the best way to
organize material for a given audience (like
models for organizing information into a
business report, or a classical six-part speech, or
a thesis-driven research essay)

» Suggestions for how to shape your style in ways
that will be both understandable and exciting for
your audience (like using rhetorical figures to
liven up your sentences or varying sentence
length and type)

» Considerations on the best way to get your
communication to your audience (like a speech,
an essay, a video, a recording, a painting, a
sticky note, a letter made from words cut out of
a magazine)

Yes, I keep writing the word audience over and over.
That’s because it’s the core of any rhetorical endeavor.
Remember? All those bullets can be summed up in one
sentence: thinking rhetorically means thinking about your
audience.

And that means communicating in a way that doesn’t make
you look stupid, mean, or confusing.

And that means you should communicate in a way that
makes you look smart, nice, and clear.

It sounds obvious, right? I think so too. But then, why are
people so bad at it?

ks sk

The failures of a failed rhetor are those of a failed freestyle
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rapper, too. He gets up to start a rap battle and seems
impressive at first (i.e. he has a strong ethos—a word we
use a lot when analyzing communication from a rhetorical
angle), but then things go badly when he gets the mic.

He starts out blundering around, looking like he’s never
done this before. (He should have followed eHow’s advice
to “Write down some good rhymes ahead of time.”)

In desperation, he lashes out at the other guy with attacks
that seem like low blows, even for a rap battle. The
audience groans; he broke an unspoken rule about how
mean to be. Rhetorical failure.

He can tell that he’s losing the audience, so he changes his
tactics and starts blending together all kinds of words that
rhyme. But he fails at this too, since nothing he says makes
any sense.

Eventually, he’s booed off the stage.

Why study rhetoric? So you can succeed in rap battles. I
thought that was obvious.

[1] Thanks to Dr. Debra Jacobs for pointing out this to me.
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Reading Academic Texts
provided by Lumen Learning

Why Evaluate Academic Reading Strategies?

Reading is fundamental to writing and research at
University, but often gets overlooked — lecturers
assume that students know how to read, and students
assume there’s only one way to read — but neither of
these things is necessarily true! There are ways to read
that can improve information processing, can help with
building an argument, and importantly for many
students, can save lots of time!! — Academic Literacy
Workshops, University of Cape Town, (Hurst Ellen)

The passage above makes an important point: most of us
assume we know how to read for school. However,
methods that may have been fine in the past (skimming,
quick reviews, relying upon class lectures or notes) won’t
hold up well as we move further into higher education.

Academic reading is a specific category of reading. It’s
helpful to remember that academic reading is an act
of performance. Rather than sitting back and passively
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receiving information we read in college, we will be asked
to directly act upon that information in some way. We will
be quizzed or tested. We will be asked to debate, analyze,
or critique what we read. We will need to read closely,
remember the text accurately, and compare it to other texts
for style and content.

Purpose of Academic Reading

Casual reading across genres, from books and magazines
to newspapers and blogs, is something students should
be encouraged to do in their free time because it can be
both educational and fun. In college, however, instructors
generally expect students to read resources that have
particular value in the context of a course. Why is
academic reading beneficial?

+ Information comes from reputable sources:
Web sites and blogs can be a source of insight
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and information, but not all are useful as
academic resources. They may be written by
people or companies whose main purpose is to
share an opinion or sell you something.
Academic sources such as textbooks and
scholarly journal articles, on the other hand, are
usually written by experts in the field and have
to pass stringent peer review requirements in
order to get published.

Learn how to form arguments: In most
college classes except for creating writing, when
instructors ask you to write a paper, they expect
it to be argumentative in style. This means that
the goal of the paper is to research a topic and
develop an argument about it using evidence
and facts to support your position. Since

many college reading assignments (especially
journal articles) are written in a similar style,
you’ll gain experience studying their strategies
and learning to emulate them.

Exposure to different viewpoints: One
purpose of assigned academic readingsis to
give students exposure to different viewpoints
and ideas. For example, in an ethics class, you
might be asked to read a series of articles
written by medical professionals and religious
leaders who are pro-life or pro-choice and
consider the validity of their arguments. Such
experience can help you wrestle with ideas and
beliefs in new ways and develop a better
understanding of how others’ views differ from
your own.
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Reading Strategies for Academic Texts

Effective reading requires more engagement than just
reading the words on the page. In order to learn and
retain what you read, it’s a good idea to do things like
circling key words, writing notes, and reflecting. Actively
reading academic texts can be challenging for students
who are used to reading for entertainment alone, but
practicing the following steps will get you up to speed:

* Preview: You can gain insight from an academic
text before you even begin the reading
assignment. For example, if you are assigned a
nonfiction book, read the title, the back of the
book, and table of contents. Scanning this
information can give you an initial idea of what
you’ll be reading and some useful context for
thinking about it. You can also start to make
connections between the new reading and
knowledge you already have, which is another
strategy for retaining information.

* Read: While you read an academic text, you
should have a pen or pencil in hand. Circle or
highlight key concepts. Write questions or
comments in the margins or in a notebook. This
will help you remember what you are reading
and also build a personal connection with the
subject matter.

* Summarize: After you an read academic text,
it’s worth taking the time to write a short
summary—even if your instructor doesn’t
require it. The exercise of jotting down a few
sentences or a short paragraph capturing the
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main ideas of the reading is enormously
beneficial: it not only helps you understand and
absorb what you read but gives you ready study
and review materials for exams and other
writing assignments.

* Review: It always helps to revisit what you’ve
read for a quick refresher. It may not be practical
to thoroughly reread assignments from start to
finish, but before class discussions or tests, it’s a
good idea to skim through them to identify the
main points, reread any notes at the ends of
chapters, and review any summaries you’ve
written.

The following video covers additional active reading
strategies readers can use before, during, and after the
reading process.

Reading Strategies for Specialized Texts and Online
Resources

In college it’s not uncommon to experience frustration with
reading assignments from time to time. Because you’re
doing more reading on your own outside the classroom,
and with less frequent contact with instructors than you
had in high school, it’s possible you’ll encounter readings
that contain unfamiliar vocabulary or don’t readily make
sense.  Different disciplines and subjects have
different writing conventions and styles, and it can take
some practice to get to know them. For example, scientific
articles followa very particular format and
typically contain the following sections: an abstract,
introduction, methods, results, and discussions. If you are
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used to reading literary works, such as graphic novels or
poetry, it can be disorienting to encounter these new forms
of writing.

Below are some strategies for making different kinds of
texts more approachable.

Get to Know the Conventions

Academic texts, like scientific studies and journal articles,
may have sections that are new to you. If you’re not sure
what an “abstract” is, research itonline or ask your
instructor. Understanding the meaning and purpose of such
conventions is not only helpful for reading comprehension
but for writing, too.

Look up and Keep Track of Unfamiliar Terms and
Phrases

Have a good college dictionary such as Merriam-Webster
handy (or find it online) when you read complex academic
texts, so you can look up the meaning of unfamiliar words
and terms. Many textbooks also contain glossaries or “key
terms” sections at the ends of chapters or the end of the
book. If you can’t find the words you’re looking for in a
standard dictionary, you may need one specially written for
a particular discipline. For example, a medical dictionary
would be a good resource for a course in anatomy and

physiology.

If you circle or underline terms and phrases that appear
repeatedly, you’ll have a visual reminder to review and
learn them. Repetition helps to lock in these new words
and their meaning get them into long-term memory, so the
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more you review them the more you’ll understand and feel
comfortable using them.

Look for Main Ideas and Themes

As a college student, you are not expected to understand
every single word or idea presented in a reading, especially
if you haven’t discussed it in class yet. However, you will
get more out of discussions and feel more confident about
asking questions if you can identify the main idea or thesis
in a reading. The thesis statement can often (but not
always) be found in the introductory paragraph, and it
may be introduced with a phrase like “In this essay I argue
that . . .” Getting a handle on the overall reason an author
wrote something (“to prove X” or “to explore Y,” for
instance) gives you a framework for understanding more
of the details. It’s also useful to keep track of any themes
you notice in the writing. A theme may be a recurring idea,
word, or image that strikes you as interesting or important:
“This story is about men working in a gloomy factory, but
the author keeps mentioning birds and bats and windows.
Why is that??”

Get the Most of Online Reading

Reading online texts presents unique challenges for some
students. For one thing, you can’t readily circle or
underline key terms or passages on the screen with a pencil.
For another, there can be many tempting distractions—just
a quick visit to amazon.com or Facebook.

While there’s no substitute for old-fashioned self-
discipline, you can take advantage of the following tips to
make online reading more efficient and effective:
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* Where possible, download the reading as a PDF,
Word document, etc., so you can read it offline.

* Get one of the apps that allow you to disable
your social media sites for specified periods of
time.

* Adjust your screen to avoid glare and eye strain,
and change the text font to be less distracting
(for those essays written in Comic Sans).

* Install an annotation tool in your Web browser
so you can highlight and make notes on online
text. One to try is hypothes.is. A low-tech option
is to have a notebook handy to write in as you
read.

Look for Reputable Online Sources

Professors tend to assign reading from reputable print and
online sources, so you can feel comfortable referencing
such sources in class and for writing assignments. If you
are looking for online sources independently,
however, devote some time and energy to critically
evaluating the quality of the source before spending time
reading any resources you find there. Find out what you
can about the author (if one is listed), the Website, and any
affiliated sponsors it may have. Check that the information
is current and accurate against similar information on other
pages. Depending on what you are researching, sites that
end in “.edu” (indicating an “education” site such as a
college, university, or other academic institution) tend to be
more reliable than “.com” sites.

Pay Attention to Visual Information


https://hypothes.is/
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Images in textbooks or journals usually contain valuable
information to help you more deeply grasp a topic. Graphs
and charts, for instance, help show the relationship
between different kinds of information or data—how a
population changes over time, how a virus spreads through
a population, etc.

Data-rich graphics can take longer to “read” than the text
around them because they present a lot of information in
a condensed form. Give yourself plenty of time to study
these items, as they often provide new and lasting insights
that are easy to recall later (like in the middle of an exam
on that topic!).

Vocabulary-Building Techniques

Gaining confidence with unique terminology used in
different disciplines can help you be more successful in
your courses and in college generally. In addition to the
suggestions described earlier, such as looking up


https://s3-us-west-2.amazonaws.com/courses-images-archive-read-only/wp-content/uploads/sites/1110/2016/02/26221704/6230570555_c21a9afebd_z.jpg
https://s3-us-west-2.amazonaws.com/courses-images-archive-read-only/wp-content/uploads/sites/1110/2016/02/26221704/6230570555_c21a9afebd_z.jpg

178 Elizabeth Burrows, Angela Fowler, Heath Fowler, and Amy
Locklear

unfamiliar words in dictionaries, the following are
additional vocabulary-building techniques for you to try:

Read Everything and Read Often

Reading frequently both in and out of the classroom will
help strengthen your vocabulary. Whenever you read a
book, magazine, newspaper, blog, or any other resource,
keep a running list of words you don’t know. Look up the
words as you encounter them and try to incorporate them
into your own speaking and writing.

Make Connections to Words You Already Know

You may be familiar with the “looks like . . . sounds like”
saying that applies to words. It means that you can
sometimes look at a new word and guess the definition
based on similar words whose meaning you know. For
example, if you are reading a biology book on the human
body and come across the word malignant, you
might guess that this word means something negative or
broken if you already know the
word malfunction, which share the “mal-" prefix.

Make Index Cards

If you are studying certain words for a test, or you know
that certain phrases will be used frequently in a course
or field, try making flashcards for review. For each key
term, write the word on one side of an index card and the
definition on the other. Drill yourself, and then ask your
friends to help quiz you.

Developing a strong vocabulary is similar to most hobbies
and activities. Even experts in a field continue to encounter
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and adopt new words. The following video discusses more
strategies for improving vocabulary.

Words are sneaky, charming, and intriguing. The more
complex our vocabularies, the more complex our thoughts
are, too.

1. Hurst, Ellen, Ed. Academic Literacy Workshops:
A Handbook for Students and Instructors. U of
Capetown. 2011.

N

Active Reading
provided by Writing Commons

Mapping the Territory

Reading is an activity integral to the writing process. You
may not associate reading with the difficult task of writing
a college essay. After all, it seems like a passive activity,
something you might do at a café or sitting in an easy chair.
But while you can read solely for entertainment, soaking in
the plot of a good novel or familiarizing yourself with the
latest celebrity gossip, reading also drives the act of writing
itself, from the earliest stages onward. Reading can—and
will—make you a better writer.

But first, you have to learn how to read in a whole new
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way, because college-level work requires you to read
actively, a skill much different from the kind of reading you
have practiced since elementary school. Active reading
implies not only attention paid to the text, but also
consideration and response. An active reader explores what
she reads; she approaches the text as though she has
entered an unknown territory with the intention of drawing
a map. Indeed, the difference between passive reading and
active reading is like the difference between watching a
nature documentary and hiking through the wilderness.
The film, although entertaining, doesn’t require much
exertion from the viewer. By contrast, the hiker has to
navigate the trail: she must look out for hazards, read trail
signs, and make informed decisions, if she hopes to make
it back home.

DISCUSSING COYLE

Think about these questions to dentify uses and imits of the text (please cite page numbers}:

A YouTube element has been excluded from this version of
the text. You can view it online here:
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https://composingourselvesandourworld.pressbooks.com/
?p=202

Before you can write a successful essay, you must first
understand the territory you’re about to explore. Luckily,
other writers have already scouted the area and logged
reports on the terrain. These missives—the articles and
books your professors will ask you to read—sketch their
findings. But understanding these documents can be a
daunting task, unless you know how to interpret them. The
following sections detail the most essential strategies for
active reading.

A Two-Way Street: Reading as Conversation

Think of every text your instructor assigns as one half
of a conversation between you and the writer. Good
conversations achieve a balance between listening and
responding. This give-and-take process drives human
discourse. While one participant speaks, the other listens.
But while the listener appears passive on the surface, he’s
most likely already preparing his response. He may
evaluate what his partner says, testing it for how closely
it matches his own ideas, accepting or rejecting part or all
of the statement. When he does respond, he expresses his
reaction, or asks a question about something he doesn’t
yet understand. Active reading mirrors this process closely.
An active reader “listens” to the text, evaluating what the
writer says, checking to see if it matches or differs from
his current understanding of the issue or idea. He asks
pertinent questions if something remains unclear, looking
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for answers in subsequent sections of the text. His final
goal, of course, is to make a statement of his own, in the
form of the essay he will eventually produce.

Retracing Your Steps: Read Every Text (at least) Twice

In fact, reading is in many ways better than conversation,
because, like writing, it is recursive: you can revisit a text
over and over, whereas the spoken word, unless recorded,
disappears into the past, often along with part—or all—of
the message the speaker was attempting to convey. When
you read, you can move forward and backward in time,
making sure you’ve captured every nuance. You should
read the text more than once, first for a general
understanding, and then for a detailed analysis; your first
read-through may raise questions only a second reading
can reveal the answers to.

Marking the Trail: Annotation

An active reader views the text as a living document,
always incomplete. She reads with pen in hand, ready to
write her observations, her questions, and her tentative
answers in the margins. We call this annotation, the act of
writing notes to oneself in the blank spaces of the page.
It’s not the same as underlining or highlighting, neither of
which promotes active reading. A simple line underneath
a passage contains no information; it merely
indicates—vaguely—that you found a certain passage
more important than the surrounding text. Annotation, on
the other hand, is a record of your active responses to
the text during the act of reading. A simple phrase
summarizing a paragraph, a pointed question, or an
emphatic expression of approval or disbelief all indicate
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spirited engagement with the text, which is the cornerstone
of active reading.

Pace Yourself: Know Your Limitations and Eliminate
Distractions

You can’t hike the Appalachian Trail in a day. Similarly,
you can’t expect to sustain active reading longer than your
mind and body will allow. Active reading requires energy
and attention as well as devotion. Short rest periods
between readings allow you to maintain focus and
deliberate on what you have learned. If you remain diligent
in your reading practice, you’ll find that you can read
actively for longer periods of time. But don’t push yourself
past the point at which you stop paying attention. If your
mind begins to wander, take ten minutes away from the text
to relax. Ideally, you should read gradually, scheduling an
hour or two every day for reading, rather than leaving your
assignments until the last minute. You can’t hope to gain
full or even partial comprehension of a text with a deadline
looming overhead.

When and where you read can be as important as how
long you read. Plan your reading sessions for hours when
your mental energy is at its height—usually during daylight
hours. Likewise, you should select an optimal location,
preferably one free of distractions. Loud music, the
flickering of a TV screen, and the din of conversation
tend to divert your attention from the task at hand. Even a
momentary distraction, like a quick phone call or a friend
asking a question, can interrupt the conversation you are
having with your assigned text.
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What are New Literacies?

provided by Writing Commons

Something seems wrong

A few days ago, I tweeted tweeted something that
wasn’t particularly funny, but I got this response:’

Cory Folse
cant stop laughing

I don’t know anyone named Cory Folse, and I don’t know
who this @jokesallnight person is, either. So I ignored the
tweet, kind of glad I had made someone happy, but kind of
confused.

But then a couple of days ago, I was still thinking about
this weird tweet, so I decided to see who this Cory Folse
person was. I clicked on his user name, which showed me
a list of his most recent tweets, with the most recent ones
on the top:
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Cory Folse
HenriBlackbird lol @jokesallnight
® View conversation

Cory Folse
shotCALLER 187 my new favarite person to follow @jokesallnight
# View conversation

Cory Folse
Matheus_Dreams nobody tweets better jokes @jokesallnight
# View conversation

Cory Folse
tina_digiacomo so hillarious @jokesallnight
# View conversation

Cory Folse
Samir_richards cant stop laughing @jokesallnight
# View conversation

Cory Folse
frida_martin cant stop laughing @jokesallnight

Ah. Now I see that Cory isn’t trying to be my friend
at all. He’s a spammer, someone (or perhaps a computer
program) who is trying to get people to check out the
@jokesallnight user. He sends random tweets to random
people all the time, trying to compliment people to soften
them up and make them more likely not to see through his
lousy advertising. (Whatever you do, please don’t reward
this behavior by looking up @jokesallnight and following
that account on Twitter. I reported Cory for spam and
blocked him.)

So let’s think about the clues that Cory wasn’t really my
friend. Something seemed wrong in a lot of ways: I didn’t
know his name, his response didn’t make sense in context,
and he never uploaded an image to represent his user name.
I’ve used Twitter enough to know that those three things
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combined often mean that a response-tweet is spam. You
could say that I’'m “literate” in the ways of Twitter, so I
recognize when people act in “illiterate” ways.

I’m sure you know people who seem surprisingly illiterate
when working with digital technology. I get forwards all
the time that claim Apple or Applebee’s will give me
$2,000 if T continue the forwarding chain, and others that
tell me about all the stupid luxuries Democrats or travel
agents have insisted on when flying. Those who are email
literate recognize the signs that these things probably aren’t
true (and a quick search on snopes.com usually clears up
any lingering doubts about what’s a scam and what isn’t).
There’s even a whole website, literallyunbelievable.org,
chronicling people who read the fake news on
theonion.com and think it’s real.

What’s wrong with these email-forwarders and fake-news-
believers? I suggest that they’re not literate in the ways
of new media. They saw something that would be fishy
to many readers who are better acquainted with the usual
moves made in those contexts, but no alarms went off in
their minds.

This article is an exploration of new media literacies, with
the end goals of reminding you not to be a sucker who
falls for illiterate silliness and encouraging you to rely on
your new media literacies when composing with digital
technology. To get there, I want us to think about why we
use the word literacy to discuss these online issues, how
literacy has been expanded in other contexts, and what new
media has to do with it all.

The Traditional Model of Literacy
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We usually think of a particular skill when we hear the
word literacy—knowing how to read. When students can
barely read, teachers complain, “They’re barely literate!”
When politicians say, “Kids today are illiterate!” they mean
that the kids can’t read—or perhaps more subtly, that they
can’t read very well. That is, they don’t understand the
complexities and nuances that practiced readers see in a big
splattering of words on a page or screen.

The politician’s claim reminds us of another aspect of
literacy that’s usually tied to the reading angle: the ability
to write. When politicians rile up crowds by calling kids
illiterate, they often mean, “Kids today don’t understand
complex reading, and they can’t produce complex writing,
either.” So implied in the skill of literacy is also the ability
to write. This makes sense; if I can’t make sense of a piece
of writing’s purpose, organization, figures of speech, and
rhetorical moves, I probably can’t create a piece of writing
that uses those aspects of writing in sophisticated ways.

And as you can hear from my examples of the teacher
and the politician, literacy is often a word that shows up
when people want to describe something that people don’t
have. I’m unlikely to be praised for my literacy when I
accurately summarize a tough essay in class, and I'm
unlikely to read a particularly nice magazine article and
say to the author, “Oh, you were so particularly literate
in that piece!” Literacy is usually used more as a base-
line for competence, something that we ought to have but
that stands out most noticeably when it’s not there, like the
space where a demolished building used to be, or when we
see a person not wearing any pants.

New Models of Literacy
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Why go into so much detail about the traditional model
of literacy—the skill of knowing how to effectively read
and write? Because when literacy is applied to new
contexts—as it is all the time—it often retains the baggage
of its traditional usage. Even in these new
contexts, literacy is often used to describe a lack that we
wish were filled, just as when we describe people who
can’t read. Literacy is also often tied to effective reading
and effective writing (though sometimes reading and
writing  are  expanded to  different  forms
of understanding and acting).

For example, I described myself as “literate” at the
beginning of this piece because I saw through the Twitter
spammer’s tricks. That’s because I was separating myself
from the “illiterate” people who fall for his spam, and
because I wanted to emphasize that communicating well
on Twitter is tied both to reading and writing tweets
effectively.

A quick Google search for literacy shows me various other
ways that people use the word:

 Financial literacy: the ability
to understand complex financial information,
and the ability to act wisely on that financial
know-how

 Information literacy: the ability to find the right
information for a given task, and the ability
to use that information in the best way (for an
essay, work assignment, protest rally, or
whatever)

* Media literacy: the ability to read or view the
various tricks used by the media to subtly
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emphasize one point of view, and the ability
to compose messages that use media trickery
effectively for a given rhetorical situation

In all three of those examples of literacies, I imagine the
term developed as people began to realize how illiterate
their friends and colleagues seemed to be. (Perhaps most
terminology begins this way: as a way for individuals to
draw attention to their own strengths in comparison to a
rabble of “those other people.” I definitely feel kind of
cool when I catch a Twitter spammer.) In that framework,
financial literacy works as a helpful term because so many
people seem to lack basic skills related to budgeting,
managing credit cards, and paying off debt. To people
who have financial literacy, those who lack it seem to be
missing a set of skills so fundamental that to not have
them is akin to a reading person’s feelings toward someone
who can’t read. Along the same tack, information literacy
works as a term because so many people seem to lack
the basic skills necessary to finding the information they
need, especially in our increasingly information-centered
world. And media literacy is a helpful term because so
many people are duped by the political and social messages
embedded in the news, movies, and music we consume.

So what happens when we apply these same ideas to new
media reading and writing contexts?

Important Concepts

academic reading
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~
academic sources
purpose of assigned academic readings
preview
summarize
review
scientific articles
thesis statement
theme
graphs and charts
data-rich graphics
vocabulary-building techniques
new media literacies
literacy
financial literacy
information literacy

media literacy
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4.2 The Rhetorical Situation: Analyzing
& Composing
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[3

‘Document Planner” provided by Writing Commons

Chapter Preview

o Define the the basic rhetorical
approaches of tone, language, and
appeal.

o Describe how to adapt tone,
language, and appeal to engage the
target audience.
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o Describe the importance of context
to the writing process.

n L

Internet Research
2. Talk to people

A YouTube element has been excluded from this version of
the text. You can view it online here:

https://composingourselvesandourworld.pressbooks.com/
?p=204
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Tone, Language, and Appeal

provided by Lumen Learning

You can approach your audience’s needs and build
common ground using three basic rhetorical
approaches: tone, language, and appeal.

Tone

What’s the difference between a formal tone and a
conversational tone? What about the difference between
writing that’s conversational and writing that’s very rigid?
Of the three approaches we cover here, tone may be the
most important one: if you choose the wrong tone, you may
turn off your audience completely.

Take a look at this example from a student’s proposal to
create an infographic for senior citizens:

REAL STUDENT’S WRITING

Based on this senior citizen audience, simplicity and
authenticity must be key characteristics of the infographic. Its
message, presented mainly through visuals, must not only be
clear and easy to understand, but it must also be genuine in
nature. Caution must be taken to avoid seeming judgmental
towards the audience members’ digital skills and tendencies.

This student wants to make sure the tone of her document
builds good will with her audience. If your audience is
made up of senior citizens, you would want to make sure
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that you aren’t patronizing or belittling them about their
technical expertise.

Can you think of a situation where your tone didn’t match
the audience’s expectations? As you write an essay, you
have to consider the audience’s potential reception of your
tone. Even if the audience is hypothetical, the only way to
ensure that you aren’t “tone deaf” is to pay attention to your
tone.

Language

Language is closely related to tone. In fact, if you misjudge
the appropriate language for your audience, your tone will
suffer, too. If you are writing an article for a scientific
journal, obviously you would want to make sure to use the
technical language appropriate to your subject.

Language has a lot to do with discourse communities.
Imagine that you work in a car assembly plant. You know
your job and enough about the process of car assembly
in general to talk to anybody else in the plant about their
jobs, as well. You probably have a specialized vocabulary
that describes your work process. Now, imagine that you
walk into an airplane manufacturing plant. Would you be
able to do the same thing? Sure, many of the processes
are the same, and you might be able to talk to the workers
about the things you have in common. But the vocabulary
is different. Workers in the airplane factory talk about
different things and have different common knowledge
than you do. Each factory is a discourse community. When
you write, you are participating in a discourse community,
and you should use language that matches the expectations
of the audience.
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Can you think of a situation where your language didn’t
match the audience’s expectations? If you are an
audiologist, for example, you would use different language
to explain how a cochlear implant works to the parents of a
deaf child than you would to discuss advances in cochlear
implant technology with other audiologists.

Appeals

What do these appeals have to do with finding common
ground with an audience? Well, the way you balance ethos,
pathos, and logos can vary depending on who your
audience is. Think about the scenario below:

You are a scientist who studies climate and polar
bear mating habits. You have just completed and
published a study that tracks the declining polar
bear population with the reduction of ice caps in the
Arctic Ocean. You believe the results of this study
are important, and you need to explain them to three
different audiences.

An audience of scientists is primarily interested in your
credibility (ethos) and your facts (logos). They want to
know more about your methods, how your data was
collected, and the accuracy of your study. When you are
presenting to this group, you should minimize appeals to
emotion, as they could turn off your audience.

An audience of kindergarteners is primarily interested in
big, fluffy polar bears. Thus, you would want to emphasize
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the appeal to emotion (pathos). Your ethos, or credibility,
is important, but in a different way than it is with the
scientists. You must express yourself in a way that makes
the children feel comfortable with you and makes them
trust what you say. Facts are important in every situation,
but the kindergarteners aren’t going to scrutinize your
methods.

An audience of climate change denialist
politicians would generally be very hostile to what you
have to say. Playing up your credibility (ethos) may not
be very helpful because they already reject the field in
which your credibility is rooted. You have to rely heavily
on facts (logos) with this audience and demonstrate that
your facts are impossible to deny. You also have to rely
on emotion (pathos) but in a different way than you do
with the kindergarteners. This hostile audience is already
reacting to you with emotion, so it’s important for you to
receive that emotional energy and make the best of it.

N

What to Think about When Writing for a
Particular Audience

provided by Lumen Learning

Writers must have a clear sense of to whom they are
writing (the audience) and what the audience’s values and/
or opinions related to the topic are.
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Imagine a history professor who opens her lecture on the
Victorian era by asking her undergraduate students, “Did
you see the Victorian-era furniture on Antiques
Roadshow last night?” Can you imagine how many in the
class would raise his/her hand? Can you hear the confused
silence?

Most of the students in the audience are under the age
of thirty, with the majority falling between the ages of
eighteen and twenty-five. They do not own property and
probably have little interest in antiques. The target
audience of Antiques Roadshow, though, reflects middle-
aged and older middle class folks who, most likely, own
property and, perhaps, antiques of their own. How effective
of an opener was this professor’s question given her
audience? Not very.

To communicate effectively and persuasively

Writers must have a clear sense of to whom they are
writing (the audience) and what the audience’s values and/
or opinions related to the topic are. When in conversation,
we often shift our tone and/or language to adapt to our
audience.

Consider how you talk differently to young children than
you do to your professors. When communicating with a
child, you may use simple language and a playful or
enthusiastic tone. With your professors, however, you may
try out academic language, using bigger words and more
complex sentences. Your tone may be more professional
than casual and more critical than entertaining.

For example. ..
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Hey Mom. School is great. I'm meeting plenty of friends. Sorry I've missed all your phone calls. |
study all the time it feels like, and when I'm not studying, | try to sleep. Some of the guys in dorm
have been cooking at night together, and that's pretty cool. Reminds me of home. So, I'm writing to
ask if you could send me a little cash. | spent way more on books than | had budgeted for, and now
I'm out of fund for groceries and gas. Can you help? Thanks so much Mom! | love you.

Imagine that you need money. When you craft an email
to your parents asking for money, your approach might be
different than if you were to ask your roommate for money.
Your tone, language, and means of appeal will adapt to who
your audience is.

* The tone of your email is casual, conversational,

and upbeat (“School is great!™).

The language that you use is simple, easy to
read. Sentences are short and rely mostly on
action verbs.

You appeal to your parent first by recalling
positive memories of home, as though you know
your mom is missing you (“reminds me of
home”). This is a tug at the heartstrings

(or pathos appeal). By offering specific details
about the cost of your chemistry textbook, you
make a logos appeal (to her sense of logic). You
also highlight your responsible nature, which
develops an ethos appeal: “I study nearly all the
time,” “I try to sleep,” and “books [more than] I
budgeted.” Telling your mom that books were
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more expensive than you imagined links your
request for additional cash to your pursuit of an
education, something that makes her happy and
that adds to your credibility.

For more information about ethos, pathos, and logos, see
“Rhetorical Appeals.”

* When asking your roommate for cash,
the tone may remain casual though it will
appear less conversational. I mean, after all, you
talk to this person every day. Also, noting “I’'m
totally okay with” buying two rounds of
groceries creates a feeling of generosity rather
than resentment.

* The language gets even simpler. Notice how
much shorter the sentences are and how quickly
the writer gets to the point; there is less need for
“window dressing” your appeal. Colloquial
language appears here—“could you spot me
some cash”—rather than the more formal
request the writer made to his mother, “I’m out
of funds for groceries and gas. Can you help?”

* Reminding the roommate that you bought the
last two rounds of groceries functions as
an appeal in two ways: first, it establishes your
credibility as a good friend; and second, it
appeals to the roommate’s sense of logic (of
course you need some extra money; you’ve got
a free loader kind of roommate!).

A writing assignment . . .

Your professor asks you to write an academic argument
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paper on a topic of your choice. Academic writing is
usually directed to an educated audience interested in
critical, analytical thinking.

Let’s imagine you choose to write about adoption rights
within the LGBT community. More specifically, you’ll
argue that stable LGBT couples deserve the opportunity
to adopt children just as stable heterosexual couples are
allowed to do.

You’ll adapt tone, language, and appealsto suit the
writing project’s

* Audience

* Purpose

¢ Context

* Medium

Brainstorming and planning
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Novice writers may assume that their writing can be directed to a broad, unnamed, faceless andience and that
their words can be read and experienced universally by diverse individuals. Not so. Such an assumption
contributes to ineffective and boring writing. Writers should tailor their tone, language, and appeals to suit the
audience (to whom are you writing?), the purpose (why are you writing and what do you want the reader to do
after finishing your essay?), the medium (how can you help the reader to understand and be attracted to your
writing?), and the context (what is the dominant conversation about this topic? what kinds of evidence will be
most valued?).

Consider Your Purpose

provided by Writing Commons

Identifying the primary reason for writing provides you
with the focus you need to write an effective document in
less time.

Like an onion that is peeled, revealing multiple layers,
a writing document may have multiple purposes. A
persuasive essay, for example, may have paragraphs that
inform, paragraphs that persuade, paragraphs that threaten,
and paragraphs that request information. However, on a
more global level, each document must have one primary
purpose.
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Until you know your primary purpose for writing, you
cannot know what information to leave in or leave out or
even how to best organize a document. Of course, some
academic documents have multiple purposes.

People write documents for countless reasons:

1. Record: Keep a record of events or information.

2. Reflect/Explore: Write in a journal, attempt to
make sense of something or to shape a new idea.

Inform: Objectively report an event.

4. Demonstrate Knowledge: Prove, in school, that
you’ve learned course content.

5. Summarize: Report someone else’s words,
theories, and research in your own words.

6. Explain: Help readers understand a difficult
concept, theory, or event.

7. Analyze: Break down a problem into parts.
8. Persuade: Change minds, invoke action.

9. Theorize: Speculate on possible causes and
effects.

10. Entertain: Bring joy, amazement, and thrills.

Textbooks, English instructors, and writers occasionally
call the purpose statement the thesis sentence. In school
contexts, some instructors require students to place the
thesis statement in the introductory paragraphs. Likewise,
writers of essays appearing in newspapers, magazines, and
books present their thesis up front. The advantage of this
deductive approach is that readers immediately know what
the topic is and the writer’s stance toward the subject.



206 Elizabeth Burrows, Angela Fowler, Heath Fowler, and Amy

Locklear

In contexts where the subject isn’t likely to result in an
emotional reaction from readers, explicit statements of
purpose make sense.

When Should You Consider Your Purpose?

Because of the generative nature of the writing process,
your sense of the primary purpose for a document will
often become clearer once you have written a few drafts.
Yet because the effectiveness of a document is chiefly
determined by how well you focus on addressing a primary
purpose, you can save time by identifying your purpose as
early as possible.

1.

3.

What is your primary purpose for writing? For
instance, are you attempting to analyze a
subject, to explain a cause-and-effect
relationship, or to persuade an audience about
your position?

Do you have competing or conflicting purposes
for writing this document? If so, should the
document be separated into two papers?

What crucial information should you emphasize
to affect your audience? You may want to shock,
educate, or persuade your readers, for instance.

How can you organize the document to
emphasize key information that suits your
purpose?

N
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Consider Your Context

provided by Writing Commons

Identify the circumstances surrounding the writing
project. What is going on in the world at large that
relates to how you develop and present your project?

Context refers to the occasion, or situation, that informs the
reader about why a document was written and how it was
written. The way writers shape their texts is dramatically
influenced by their context. Writers decide how to shape
their sentences by considering their contexts.

For example, the 9/11 terrorist attack on America changed
the context for discussions on terrorism. When Americans
talk about terrorism post-9/11, they understand the borders
of America are threatened, that terrorism can occur in our
homes.

Contexts are sometimes described as formal, semi-formal,
or informal. Alternatively, contexts for written documents
can be described as school-based projects or work-based
projects.

Why Is Context Important?

The context for each document strongly affects how you
research your topic, how you organize your context, and
what media you employ to deliver your message.

Content/Research

What does your reader know about the topic? Will original
research be necessary? Will traditional research suffice?
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Will your audience be persuaded by personal knowledge?
Will they require facts and figures?

For example, if you were writing a report on the possibility
that Iraq is amassing weapons of mass destruction and your
audience were members of the United Nations, you would
want to firmly ground your argument in research.

Media/Design

Should the work be published online or transmitted as a
printed report? What colors or pictures are appropriate?

Grammar, Mechanics, Usage

The way you structure your sentences is influenced by how
formal or informal your context is. Email, for example,
tends to be informal. Lots of emoticons and abbreviated
expressions can be used. In contrast, an end-of-the-
semester research report may require formal diction.

Context Analysis Questions

* What is going on in the world of the readers that
will influence the readers’ thoughts and feelings
about the document?

* Does the intellectual content of the document
rest on the shoulders of other authors? Will your
readers expect you to mention particular
scholars or researchers who did the original,
ground-breaking work on the subject you are
exploring?

* What background information can you assume
your reader is already familiar with?
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N

Consider Your Media

provided by Writing Commons

Learn how to be more creative about the effective use
of media.

Media can refer to how meaning is conveyed. For example,
people speak of TV and radio as a kind of media—the
mass media. They refer to printed documents distributed
by newspapers, magazines, and books as print media. Texts
such as databases or multimedia published on the Internet
are called online media. The term media is broadly
defined, yet two definitions are particularly popular:

+ Print Media: Paper essays and reports,
magazines, books, hypertext
* Mass Media: Radio, TV, magazines, newspapers

+ Digital Media: Works produced and distributed
via the Internet

» Spoken Media: Talk, speeches

* Visual Media: Paintings, clip art, animations,
interactive media

 Databases, response forums

+ Artistic Media: Paintings, sculpture, music,
movies
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 Video Conferencing Media: NetMeeting,
SeeUSeeMe

New technologies are creating new ways of conveying
meaning and blurring distinctions across media. The
computer is slowly becoming the printing press, the TV, the
game console, and the music.

Media Analysis Questions
1. Does the text employ multiple media? What is

the ratio of visuals to words?

2. Would an alternative medium be more
appropriate for the text’s purpose and audience?

3. What additional media could be used to enhance
the message?

N

Document Planner

provided by Writing Commons

Consider the Document Planner to be a living document.
It’s a snapshot of a fluid process. As you write, your ideas
about audience, purpose, media, context, voice, tone, and
persona will change, becoming clarified.

1. Context
Beyond fulfilling a course requirement, what motivates
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you to explore this project? What are the unique elements
of this writing situation? Is your context formal,
semiformal, informal? Is this a class assignment; a Web
site; a workplace document; an online communication; a
text for a community, service, or special interest group;
an essay for a magazine, newspaper, or journal; a letter to
family and friends? How does the context influence what
you need to do next?

2 . Purpose

What is the specific outcome your writing seeks to
achieve—to entertain, inform, evaluate, persuade? Clearly
define your purpose in as narrow terms as possible. What
is your argument/story?

3. Audience

What do you know about your audience? How can you find
out more about them? What do you want your reader to do,
understand, or feel? What counterarguments or questions
should you anticipate? How interested in the subject or
emotionally involved is the reader?

4 . Media

What media should you employ—academic writing, an oral
presentation, a Web site, email, Instant Messenger, a
magazine column, a video documentary? Why?

5 . Voice, Tone, or Persona

What voice, tone, and persona should you project as a
consequence of your communication situation? For
example, should you attempt to appear objective and
detached, passionate and angry, or clever and satirical?

6 . Research
Can past research inform your writing project? What
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important texts have been written about the topic, if any?

How can past research inform how you narrow your topic?
What new ideas can you contribute?

7 . Length, Format, and Design

How long should your project be? How can visual
language underscore your message? What figures and
tables or other formatting techniques are commonly used?
What form of documentation is required?

8 . Schedule

Complete the following set of due dates.

N

Important Concepts

tone

language

discourse communities
appeal

pathos appeal

ethos appeal
persuasive essay

context
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media/design
grammar, mechanics, usage
media

online media
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5.1 Assessing Your Rhetorical Situation

Article links:

“Think Rhetorically” provided by Lumen Learning

“Navigating Genres” by Kerry Dirk

Chapter Preview

+ Identify characteristics of a good topic
sentence.

* Identify the three parts of a developed
paragraph.

+ Apply knowledge of topic sentences and parts
of a developed paragraph in an assignment.
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A YouTube element has been excluded from this version of
the text. You can view it online here:
https://composingourselvesandourworld.pressbooks.com/
?p=210

Think Rhetorically

provided by Lumen Learning

Write more effective documents and save time by
considering the audience, purpose, context, and media for
a document. Adjust your voice, tone, and persona to
accommodate your communication situation.

For every writing project, you can best determine what
you want to say and how you want to say it by analyzing
the components of your rhetorical situation (which is
sometimes called your communication situation). Learning


https://composingourselvesandourworld.pressbooks.com/?p=210#pb-interactive-content
https://composingourselvesandourworld.pressbooks.com/?p=210#pb-interactive-content

218 Elizabeth Burrows, Angela Fowler, Heath Fowler, and Amy
Locklear

to think rhetorically is one of the most important benefits
of an education. Successful leaders and decision makers
are capable of making good decisions because they have
learned to examine problems from a rhetorical perspective.

Successful writers have learned they can write a more
effective document in less time by thinking rhetorically.

Thinking rhetorically can refer to many mental
activities—such as focusing on identifying the needs of a
particular audience or context.

N

Navigating Genres

by Kerry Dirk

There’s a joke that’s been floating around some time now
that you’ve likely already heard.* It goes something like
the following:

Q: What do you get when you rewind a
country song?

A: You get your wife back, your job back,
your dog back. ..

Maybe this joke makes you laugh. Or groan. Or tilt your
head to the side in confusion. Because it just so happens
that in order to get this joke, you must know a little
something about country music in general and in particular
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country music lyrics. You must, in other words, be familiar
with the country music genre.

Let’s look into country music lyrics a bit more. Bear with
me on this is if you’re not a fan. Assuming I want to write
lyrics to a country song, how would I figure out what lyrics
are acceptable in terms of country songs? Listening to any
country station for a short period of time might leave one
with the following conclusions about country songs:

» Country songs tend to tell stories. They often
have characters who are developed throughout
the song.

» Country songs often have choruses that are
broad enough to apply to a variety of verses.

» Country songs are often depressing; people lose
jobs, lovers, and friends.

» Country songs express pride for the country
style and way of life.

» Country songs are often political, responding to
wars and economic crises, for example.

Given these characteristics, I would feel prepared to write
some new country lyrics. But what would happen if I
wanted to write a country song that didn’t do any of the
above things? Would it still be a country song?

You are probably already familiar with many genres,
although you may not know them as such; perhaps your
knowledge of genres is limited to types of books, whether
mystery, horror, action, etc. Now I’'m going to ask you to
stick with me while I show you how knowledge of genres
goes far beyond a simple discussion of types. My purposes
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are to expand your definition of genre (or to introduce
you to a definition for the first time) and to help you
start thinking about how genres might apply to your own
writing endeavors. But above all, I hope to give you an
awareness of how genres function by taking what is often
quite theoretical in the field of rhetoric and composition
and making it a bit more tangible. So why was I talking
about country songs? I think that using such references
can help you to see, in a quite concrete way, how genres
function.

When I started writing this essay, I had some ideas of what
I wanted to say. But first, I had to determine what this
essay might look like. I’ve written a lot—Iletters, nonfiction
pieces, scholarly articles, rants—but this was my first time
writing an essay to you, a composition student. What
features, I asked myself, should go into this essay? How
personal could I get? What rhetorical moves might I use,
effectively or ineffectively? I hoped that a similar type of
essay already existed so that I would have something to
guide my own writing. I knew I was looking for other
essays written directly to students, and after finding many
examples, I looked for common features. In particular, I
noted the warm, personal style that was prevalent through
every essay; the tone was primarily conversational. And
more importantly, I noticed that the writer did not talk as an
authoritative figure but as a coach. Some writers admitted
that they did not know everything (we don’t), and others
even went so far as to admit ignorance. I found myself
doing what Mary Jo Reiff, a professor who studies rhetoric
and composition, did when she was asked to write about
her experience of writing an essay about teaching for those
new to the field of composition. She writes, “I immediately
called on my genre knowledge—my past experience with
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reading and writing similar texts in similar situations—to
orient me to the expectations of this genre” (157).

I further acknowledged that it is quite rare that teachers
of writing get to write so directly to students in such an
informal manner. Although textbooks are directed at
students, they are often more formal affairs meant to serve
a different purpose than this essay. And because the genre
of this essay is still developing, there are no formal
expectations for what this paper might look like. In my
excitement, I realized that perhaps I had been granted more
freedom in writing this essay then is typical of an already
established, although never static, genre. As a result, I
decided to make this essay a mix of personal anecdotes,
examples, and voices from teachers of writing. Such an
essay seems to be the most fitting response to this situation,
as I hope to come across as someone both informative and
friendly. Why am I telling you this? Because it seems only
appropriate that given the fact that I am talking about genre
awareness, I should make you aware of my own struggles
with writing in a new genre.

I will admit that the word genre used to have a bad
reputation and may still make some people cringe. Genre
used to refer primarily to form, which meant that writing
in a particular genre was seen as simply a matter of filling
in the blanks. Anne Freadman, a specialist in genre theory,
points out that “it is this kind of genre theory with its
failures that has caused the discredit of the very notion of
genre, bringing about in turn its disuse and the disrepair
many of us found it in” (46). But genre theory has come
a long way since then. Perhaps the shift started when the
rhetorician Lloyd Bitzer wrote the following:

Due to either the nature of things or convention, or both,



222 Elizabeth Burrows, Angela Fowler, Heath Fowler, and Amy
Locklear

some situations recur. The courtroom is the locus for
several kinds of situations generating the speech of
accusation, the speech of defense, the charge to the jury.
From day to day, year to year, comparable situations occur,
prompting comparable responses; hence rhetorical forms
are born and a special vocabulary, grammar, and style are
established. (13)

In other words, Bitzer is saying that when something new
happens that requires a response, someone must create that
first response. Then when that situation happens again,
another person uses the first response as a basis for the
second, and eventually everyone who encounters this
situation is basing his/her response on the previous ones,
resulting in the creation of a new genre. Think about
George Washington giving the first State of the Union
Address. Because this genre was completely new, he had
complete freedom to pick its form and content. All
presidents following him now have these former addresses
to help guide their response because the situation is now a
reoccurring one. Amy Devitt, a professor who specializes
in the study of genre theory, points out that “genres
develop, then, because they respond appropriately to
situations  that  writers  encounter  repeatedly”
(“Generalizing” 576) and because “if each writing problem
were to require a completely new assessment of how to
respond, writing would be slowed considerably. But once
we recognize a recurring situation, a situation that we or
others have responded to in the past, our response to that
situation can be guided by past responses” (“Generalizing”
576). As such, we can see how a genre like the State of
the Union Address helps for more effective communication
between the president and citizens because the president
already has a genre with which to work; he/she doesn’t
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have to create a new one, and citizens know what to expect
from such an address.

The definition of genre has changed even more since
Bitzer’s article was written; genres are now viewed as even
more than repeating rhetorical situations. Carolyn Miller, a
leading professor in the field of technical communication,
argues that “a rhetorically sound definition of genre must
be centered . . . on the action it is used to accomplish”
(151). How might this look? These actions don’t have to be
complex; many genres are a part of our daily lives. Think
about genres as tools to help people to get things done.
Devitt writes that:

genres have the power to help or hurt human
interaction, to ease communication or to deceive,
to enable someone to speak or to discourage
someone from saying something different. People
learn how to do small talk to ease the social
discomfort of large group gatherings and meeting
new people, but advertisers learn how to disguise
sales letters as winning sweepstakes
entries. (Writing 1)

In other words, knowing what a genre is used for can help
people to accomplish goals, whether that goal be getting a
job by knowing how to write a stellar resume, winning a
person’s heart by writing a romantic love letter, or getting
into college by writing an effective personal statement.

By this point you might realize that you have been
participating in many different genres—whether you are
telling a joke, writing an email, or uploading a witty status
on Facebook. Because you know how these genres
function as social actions, you can quite accurately predict
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how they function rhetorically; your joke should generate
a laugh, your email should elicit a response, and your
updated Facebook status should generate comments from
your online friends. But you have done more than simply
filled in the blanks. Possibly without even thinking about
it, you were recognizing the rhetorical situation of your
action and choosing to act in a manner that would result
in the outcome you desired. I imagine that you would
probably not share a risqué joke with your mom, send
a “Hey Buddy” email to your professor, or update your
Facebook status as “X has a huge wart on his foot.” We
can see that more than form matters here, as knowing what
is appropriate in these situations obviously requires more
rhetorical knowledge than does filling out a credit card
form. Devitt argues that “people do not label a particular
story as a joke solely because of formal features but rather
because of their perception of the rhetorical action that is
occurring” (Writing 11). True, genres often have formulaic
features, but these features can change even as the nature of
the genre remains (Devitt, Writing, 48). What is important
to consider here is that if mastering a form were simply
a matter of plugging in content, we would all be capable
of successfully writing anything when we are given a
formula. By now you likely know that writing is not that
easy. Fortunately, even if you have been taught to write in
a formulaic way, you probably don’t treat texts in such a
manner. When approaching a genre for a the first time, you
likely view it as more than a simple form: “Picking up a
text, readers not only classify it and expect a certain form,
but also make assumptions about the text’s purposes, its
subject matter, its writer, and its expected reader” (Devitt,
Writing 12).

We treat texts that we encounter as rhetorical objects; we
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choose between horror movies and chick flicks not only
because we are familiar with their forms but because we
know what response they will elicit from us (nail-biting
fear and dreamy sighs, respectively). Why am I picking
popular genres to discuss? I think I agree with Miller when
she argues the following:

To consider as potential genres such homely
discourse as the letter of recommendation, the
user manual, the progress report, the ransom note,
the lecture, and the white paper, as well as the
eulogy, the apologia, the inaugural, the public
proceeding, and the sermon, is not to trivialize the
study of genres; it is to take seriously the rhetoric
in which we are immersed and the situations in
which we find ourselves. (155)

In other words, Miller is saying that all genres matter
because they shape our everyday lives. And by studying
the genres that we find familiar, we can start to see how
specific choices that writers make result in specific actions
on the part of readers; it only follows that our own writing
must too be purposefully written.

I like examples, so here is one more. Many of you may be
familiar with The Onion, a fictitious newspaper that uses
real world examples to create humorous situations. Perhaps
the most notable genre of The Onion is its headlines. The
purpose of these headlines is simple: to make the reader
respond by laughing. While many of the articles are also
entertaining, the majority of the humor is produced through
the headlines. In fact, the headlines are so important to the
success of the newspaper that they are tested on volunteers
to see the readers’ immediate responses. There are no
formal features of these headlines besides the fact that they
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are all quite brief; they share no specific style. But they are
a rhetorical action meant to bring about a specific response,
which is why I see them as being their own genre. A few
examples for those of you unfamiliar with this newspaper
would help to explain what I’'m saying. Here are a few of
my personal favorites (politically charged or other possibly
offensive headlines purposefully avoided):

+ “Archaeological Dig Uncovers Ancient Race of
Skeleton People”

* “Don’t Run Away, I’'m Not the Flesh-Eating
Kind of Zombie”

* “Time Traveler: Everyone In The Future Eats
Dippin’ Dots”

* “‘I Am Under 18’ Button Clicked For First
Time In History Of Internet”

+ “Commas, Turning Up, Everywhere”

* “Myspace Outage Leaves Millions Friendless.

* “Amazon.com Recommendations Understand
Area Woman Better Than Husband”

» “Study: Dolphins Not So Intelligent On Land”
+ “Beaver Overthinking Dam”

» “Study: Alligators Dangerous No Matter How
Drunk You Are”

» “Child In Corner To Exact Revenge As Soon As
He Gets Out” (The Onion)

I would surmise with near certainty that at least one of
these headlines made you laugh. Why? I think the success
lies in the fact that the writers of these headlines are
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rhetorically aware of whom these headlines are directed
toward—college students like you, and more specifically,
educated college students who know enough about politics,
culture, and U.S. and world events to “get” these headlines.

And now for some bad news: figuring out a genre is tricky
already, but this process is further complicated by the fact
that two texts that might fit into the same genre might
also look extremely different. But let’s think about why
this might be the case. Devitt points out, “different grocery
stores make for different grocery lists. Different law courts
make for different legal briefs. And different college
classes make for different research papers. Location may
not be the first, second, and third most important qualities
of writing, as it is for real estate, but location is surely
among the situational elements that lead to expect- ed
genres and to adaptations of those genres in particular
situations” (“Transferability” 218). Think about a time
when you were asked to write a research paper. You
probably had an idea of what that paper should look like,
but you also needed to consider the location of the
assignment. In other words, you needed to consider how
your particular teacher’s expectations would help to shape
your assignment. This makes knowing a genre about much
more than simply knowing its form. You also need to
consider the context in which it is being used. As such, it’s
important to be aware that the research paper you might
be required to write in freshman composition might be
completely different than the research paper you might be
asked to write for an introductory psychology class.
Your goal is to recognize these shifts in location
and to be aware of how such shifts might affect
your writing. Let’s consider a genre with which
you are surely familiar: the thesis statement. Stop
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for a moment and consider what this term means
to you. Ask your classmates. It’s likely that you
each have your own definition of what a thesis
statement should and should not look like.

You may have heard never to start a thesis statement with
a phrase like “In this essay.” Or you might have been
taught that a thesis statement should have three parts, each
of which will be discussed in one paragraph of the essay.
I learned that many good thesis statements follow the
formula “X because Y,” where “X” refers to a specific
stance, and “Y” refers to a specific reason for taking that
stance. For example, I could argue “School uniforms
should be required because they will help students to focus
more on academics and less on fashion.” Now, whether or
not this is a good thesis statement is irrelevant, but you
can see how following the “X because Y” formula would
produce a nicely structured statement. Take this a step
further and research “thesis statements” on the Internet,
and you’ll find that there are endless suggestions. And
despite their vast differences, they all fit under the genre
of thesis statement. How is this possible? Because it comes
back to the particular situation in which that thesis
statement is being used. Again, location is everything.

I think it’s time to try our hand at approaching a genre
with which I hope all of you are only vaguely familiar and
completely unpracticed: the ransom note.

A Scenario
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I’ve decided to kidnap Bob’s daughter Susie for
ransom. I’m behind on the mortgage payments, my
yacht payments are also overdue, and I desperately
need money. It is well known that Bob is one of the
wealthiest people in Cash City, so I’ve targeted him
as my future source of money. I’ve never met Bob,
although one time his Mercedes cut me off in traffic,
causing me to hit the brakes and spill my drink; the
stain still glares at me from the floor of the car. The
kidnapping part has been completed; now I need to
leave Bob a ransom note. Let’s look at a few drafts
I’ve completed to decide which one would be most
appropriate.

Ransom Letter 1:

If you ever want to see your daughter alive again,
leave 1 million dollars by the blue garbage can at
123 Ransom Rd. at Midnight. Come alone and do
not call the police.

Ransom Letter 2:

Hav daughter. Million $. Blu grbg can 123 Ransom
Rd. 12AM. No poliz.

Ransom Letter 3:
Dear Bob,

Thank you for taking the time to read this letter. You
have a lovely house, and I very much enjoyed my
recent visit while you were out of town.
Unfortunately, I have kidnapped your daughter. As I
am currently unable to meet several financial
demands, I am graciously turning to you for help in
this matter. I am sure that we will be able to come to
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some mutually beneficial agreement that results in
the return of your daughter and the padding of my
wallet. Please meet with me at the Grounds Coffee
House on First Street so that we may discuss what
price is most fitting. Your daughter, meanwhile,
remains in safe and competent hands. She is
presently playing pool with my son Matt (a possible
love connection?), and she says to tell you “Hi.”

Yours truly, Jim

P.S. Please order me a skim vanilla latte, should you
arrive before I do.

Immediately, you can probably determine that ransom
letter one is the best choice. But have you considered why?
What does the first letter have that the other two are
lacking? Let’s first eliminate the most obvious
dud—Iletter number three. Not only does it mimic
the friendly, familiar manner of two friends rather
than the threatening note of a deranged kidnapper,
but it also suggests both that there is no rush in
the matter and that the price is negotiable. Letters
one and two are closer; they both contain the same
information, but letter two fails to be as
rhetorically strong as number one. The spelling
errors and choppy feel might suggest that the
writer of the note is not intelligent enough to get
away with the kidnapping. The first letter is the
most rhetorically strong because it is well written
and direct. All of these letters would qualify as
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fitting the genre of ransom letter, but the first one
most obviously fits the rhetorical situation.

It may be worthwhile to note some particular challenges
you might have to approaching your writing genres as
rhetorical situations. Perhaps you have come from a
writing background where you learned that certain rules
apply to all writing. Just nod if these sound familiar:

* You must have a thesis statement at the end of
the introduction.

* Every thesis statement should introduce three
points of discussion.

* You cannot use “I” in writing.

* You cannot begin a sentence with a coordinating
conjunction.

» Every paragraph should start with a topic
sentence.

You get the point. These rules are appealing; they tell us
exactly what to do and not to do with regard to writing. I
remember happily creating introductions that moved from
broad to specific (often starting with “In our world”),
constructing three-point thesis statements, and beginning
paragraphs with “first,” “second,” and “third.” I didn’t
have to think about the audience, or purpose, or even much
about content for that matter. All that really mattered was
that essay followed a certain formula that was called good
writing. But looking back, what resulted from such
formulas was not very good; actually, it was quite bad.

That is, of course, not to say that there aren’t rules that
come with genres; the difference is that the rules change as
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the genre changes, that no rules apply to all genres, and that
genres require more effort than simply following the rules.
Because genres usually come with established conventions,
it is risky to choose not to follow such conventions.
These similarities within genres help us to
communicate successfully; imagine the chaos that
would ensue if news broadcasts were done in raps,
if all legal briefs were written in couplets, or if
your teacher handed you a syllabus and told you
that it must first be decoded. In sum, “too much
choice is as debilitating of meaning as is too little
choice. In language, too much variation results
eventually in lack of meaning: mutual
unintelligibility” (Devitt, “Genre” 53).

But on a brighter note, genres also help us to make more
efficient decisions when writing, as we can see how people
have approached similar situations. Creating a new genre
each time that writing was required would make the writing
process much longer, as we would not have past responses
to help us with present ones (Devitt, “Generalizing” 576).
As a result, the more you are able to master particular
genres, the better equipped you may be to master genres
that you later encounter:

When people write, they draw on the genres they
know, their own context of genres, to help
construct their rhetorical action. If they encounter
a situation new to them, it is the genres they have
acquired in the past that they can use to shape
their new action. Every genre they acquire, then,
expands their genre repertoire and simultaneously
shapes how they might view new situations.
(Devitt, Writing 203)
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Taking what Devitt says into account, think back to the
previous discussion of the research paper. If you already
have some idea of what a research paper looks like, you do
not have to learn an entirely new genre. Instead, you just
have to figure out how to change that particular genre to
fit with the situation, even if that change just comes from
having a different teacher.

Learning about genres and how they function is more
important than mastering one particular genre; it is this
knowledge that helps us to recognize and to determine
appropriate responses to different situations—that is,
knowing what particular genre is called for in a particular
situation. And learning every genre would be impossible
anyway, as Devitt notes that “no writing class could
possibly teach students all the genres they will need to
succeed even in school, much less in the workplace or
in their civic lives. Hence the value of teaching genre
awareness rather than acquisition of particular genres”
(Writing 205). This approach helps to make you a
more effective writer as well, as knowing about
genres will make you more prepared to use genres
that you won’t learn in college. For example, I
recently needed to write a letter about removing a
late fee on a credit card. I had never written this
particular type of letter before, but I knew what
action I tried to accomplish. As a result, I did some
research on writing letters and determined that I
should make it as formal and polite as possible.
The body of the letter ended up as follows:

I have very much enjoyed being a card carrier
with this bank for many years. However, I
recently had a late fee charged to my account.
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As you will note from my previous statements,
this is the first late fee I have ever acquired. I do
remember making this payment on time, as I have
all of my previous payments. I hope to remain
a loyal customer of this bank for many years to
come, so I would very much appreciate it if you
would remove this charge from my account.

You can see that this letter does several things. First, I build
credibility for myself by reminding them that I have used
their card for many years. Second, I ask them to check my
records to show further that I am typically a responsible
card carrier. And third, I hint that if they do not remove the
late fee, I might decide to change to a different bank. This
letter is effective because it considers how the situation
affects the genre. And yes, the late fee was removed.

Chances are that I have left you more confused than you
were before you began this essay. Actually, I hope that I
have left you frustrated; this means that the next time you
write, you will have to consider not only form but also
audience, purpose, and genre; you will, in other words,
have to consider the rhetorical effectiveness of your
writing. Luckily, I can leave you with a few suggestions:

* First, determine what action you are trying to
accomplish. Are you trying to receive an A on a
paper? Convince a credit card company to
remove a late fee? Get into graduate school? If
you don’t know what your goal is for a
particular writing situation, you’ll have a
difficult time figuring out what genre to use.

» Second, learn as much as you can about the
situation for which you are writing. What is the
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purpose? Who is the audience?

How much freedom do you have? How does the location
affect the genre?

* Third, research how others have responded to
similar situations. Talk to people who have
written what you are trying to write. If you are
asked to write a biology research paper, ask your
instructor for examples. If you need to write a
cover letter for a summer internship, take the
time to find out about the location of that
internship.

And finally, ask questions.
Discussion

1. What are some genres that you feel you know
well? How did you learn them? What are their
common rhetorical features?

2. What rules have you been told to follow in the
past? How did they shape what you were
writing?

3. How much freedom do you enjoy when writing?
Does it help to have a form to follow, or do you
find it to be limiting?
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Have you ever known a person who was not very good
at telling stories? You probably had trouble following his
train of thought as he jumped around from point to point,
either being too brief in places that needed further
explanation or providing too many details on a meaningless
element. Maybe he told the end of the story first, then
moved to the beginning and later added details to the
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middle. His ideas were probably scattered, and the story
did not flow very well. When the story was over, you
probably had many questions.

Just as a personal anecdote can be a disorganized mess, an
essay can fall into the same trap of being out of order and
confusing. That is why writers need a thesis statement to
provide a specific focus for their essay and to organize
what they are about to discuss in the body.

Just like a topic sentence summarizes a single paragraph,
the thesis statement summarizes an entire essay. It tells the
reader the point you want to make in your essay, while the
essay itself supports that point. It is like a signpost that
signals the essay’s destination. You should form your thesis
before you begin to organize an essay, but you may find
that it needs revision as the essay develops.

Elements of a Thesis Statement

For every essay you write, you must focus on a central
idea. This idea stems from a topic you have chosen or been
assigned or from a question your teacher has asked. It is
not enough merely to discuss a general topic or simply
answer a question with a yes or no. You have to form a
specific opinion, and then articulate that into a controlling
idea—the main idea upon which you build your thesis.

Remember that a thesis is not the topic itself, but rather
your interpretation of the question or subject. For whatever
topic your professor gives you, you must ask yourself,
“What do I want to say about it?” Asking and then
answering this question is vital to forming a thesis that is
precise, forceful and confident.
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A thesis is one sentence long and appears toward the end
of your introduction. It is specific and focuses on one
to three points of a single idea—points that are able to
be demonstrated in the body. It forecasts the content of
the essay and suggests how you will organize your
information. Remember that a thesis statement does not
summarize an issue but rather dissects it.

A Strong Thesis Statement

A strong thesis statement contains the following qualities.

strong thesis statement. A thesis statement must
concentrate on a specific area of a general topic. As you
may recall, the creation of a thesis statement begins when
you choose a broad subject and then narrow down its parts
until you pinpoint a specific aspect of that topic. For
example, health care is a broad topic, but a proper thesis
statement would focus on a specific area of that topic, such
as options for individuals without health care coverage.

Precision. A strong thesis statement must be precise
enough to allow for a coherent argument and to remain
focused on the topic. If the specific topic is options for
individuals without health care coverage, then your precise
thesis statement must make an exact claim about it, such
as that limited options exist for those who are uninsured
by their employers. You must further pinpoint what you
are going to discuss regarding these limited effects, such as
whom they affect and what the cause is.

Ability to be argued. A thesis statement must present a
relevant and specific argument. A factual statement often
is not considered arguable. Be sure your thesis statement



Composing Ourselves 243

contains a point of view that can be supported with
evidence.

Ability to be demonstrated. For any claim you make in
your thesis, you must be able to provide reasons and
examples for your opinion. You can rely on personal
observations in order to do this, or you can consult outside
sources to demonstrate that what you assert is valid. A
worthy argument is backed by examples and details.

Forcefulness. A thesis statement that is forceful shows
readers that you are, in fact, making an argument. The tone
is assertive and takes a stance that others might oppose.

Confidence. In addition to using force in your thesis
statement, you must also use confidence in your claim.
Phrases such asI feel orI believe actually weaken the
readers’ sense of your confidence because these phrases
imply that you are the only person who feels the way you
do. In other words, your stance has insufficient backing.
Taking an authoritative stance on the matter persuades your
readers to have faith in your argument and open their minds
to what you have to say.

Tip

Even in a personal essay that allows the use of first person,
your thesis should not contain phrases such as in my
opinion or I believe. These statements reduce your
credibility and weaken your argument. Your opinion is
more convincing when you use a firm attitude.
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Examples of Appropriate Thesis Statements

Each of the following thesis statements meets several of the
following requirements:

* Specificity

* Precision

 Ability to be argued

+ Ability to be demonstrated
* Forcefulness

» Confidence

1. The societal and personal struggles of Troy
Maxon in the play Fences symbolize the
challenge of black males who lived through
segregation and integration in the United States.

2. Closing all American borders for a period of
five years is one solution that will tackle illegal
immigration.

3. Shakespeare’s use of dramatic irony in Romeo
and Juliet spoils the outcome for the audience
and weakens the plot.

4. J.D. Salinger’s character in Catcher in the Rye,
Holden Caulfield, is a confused rebel who
voices his disgust with phonies, yet in an effort
to protect himself, he acts like a phony on many
occasions.

5. Compared to an absolute divorce, no-fault
divorce is less expensive, promotes fairer
settlements, and reflects a more realistic view of
the causes for marital breakdown.
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6. Exposing children from an early age to the
dangers of drug abuse is a sure method of
preventing future drug addicts.

In today’s crumbling job market, a high school
diploma is not significant enough education to
land a stable, lucrative job.

Tip

You can find thesis statements in many places, such
as in the news; in the opinions of friends, coworkers
or teachers; and even in songs you hear on the radio.
Become aware of thesis statements in everyday life
by paying attention to people’s opinions and their
reasons for those opinions. Pay attention to your
own everyday thesis statements as well, as these can
become material for future essays.

Now that you have read about the contents of a good
thesis statement and have seen examples, take a look at the
pitfalls to avoid when composing your own thesis:

* A thesis is weak when it is simply a declaration
of your subject or a description of what you will
discuss in your essay.

Weak thesis statement: My paper will explain
why imagination is more important than
knowledge.
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A thesis is weak when it makes an unreasonable
or outrageous claim or insults the opposing side.

Weak thesis statement: Religious radicals
across America are trying to legislate their
Puritanical beliefs by banning required high
school books.

A thesis is weak when it contains an obvious fact
or something that no one can disagree with or
provides a dead end.

Weak thesis statement: Advertising companies
use sex to sell their products.

A thesis is weak when the statement is too broad.

Weak thesis statement: The life of Abraham
Lincoln was long and challenging.

Writing at Work

Often in your career, you will need to ask your boss
for something through an e-mail. Just as a thesis
statement organizes an essay, it can also organize
your e-mail request. While your e-mail will be
shorter than an essay, using a thesis statement in
your first paragraph quickly lets your boss know
what you are asking for, why it is necessary, and
what the benefits are. In short body paragraphs, you
can provide the essential information needed to
expand upon your request.
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Thesis Statement Revision

Your thesis will probably change as you write, so you
will need to modify it to reflect exactly what you have
discussed in your essay. Remember that your thesis
statement begins as a working thesis statement,
an indefinite statement that you make about your
topic early in the writing process for the purpose
of planning and guiding your writing.

Working thesis statements often become stronger as you
gather information and form new opinions and reasons for
those opinions. Revision helps you strengthen your thesis
so that it matches what you have expressed in the body of
the paper.

Tip

The best way to revise your thesis statement is to
ask questions about it and then examine the answers
to those questions. By challenging your own ideas
and forming definite reasons for those ideas, you
grow closer to a more precise point of view, which
you can then incorporate into your thesis statement.

Ways to Revise Your Thesis

You can cut down on irrelevant aspects and revise your
thesis by taking the following steps:
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1. Pinpoint and replace all nonspecific words, such
as people, everything, society, or life, with more precise
words in order to reduce any vagueness.

Working thesis: Young people have to work hard to
succeed in life.

Revised thesis: Recent college graduates must have
discipline and persistence in order to find and maintain a
stable job in which they can use and be appreciated for
their talents.

The revised thesis makes a more specific statement about
success and what it means to work hard. The original
includes too broad a range of people and does not define
exactly what success entails. By replacing those general
words like people and work hard, the writer can better
focus his or her research and gain more direction in his or
her writing.

2. Clarify ideas that need explanation by asking
yourself questions that narrow your thesis.

Working thesis: The welfare system is a joke.

Revised thesis: The welfare system keeps a
socioeconomic class from gaining employment by alluring
members of that class with unearned income, instead of
programs to improve their education and skill sets.

A joke means many things to many people. Readers bring
all sorts of backgrounds and perspectives to the reading
process and would need clarification for a word so vague.
This expression may also be too informal for the selected
audience. By asking questions, the writer can devise a more
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precise and appropriate explanation for joke. The writer
should ask himself or herself questions similar to the 5SWH
questions. By incorporating the answers to these questions
into a thesis statement, the writer more accurately defines
his or her stance, which will better guide the writing of the
essay.

3. Replace any linking verbs with action verbs. Linking
verbs are forms of the verb to be, a verb that simply
states that a situation exists.

Working thesis: Kansas City schoolteachers are not paid
enough.

Revised thesis: The Kansas City legislature cannot afford
to pay its educators, resulting in job cuts and resignations
in a district that sorely needs highly qualified and dedicated
teachers.

The linking verb in this working thesis statement is the
word are. Linking verbs often make thesis statements weak
because they do not express action. Rather, they connect
words and phrases to the second half of the sentence.
Readers might wonder, “Why are they not paid enough?”
But this statement does not compel them to ask many
more questions. The writer should ask himself or herself
questions in order to replace the linking verb with an action
verb, thus forming a stronger thesis statement, one that
takes a more definitive stance on the issue:

* Who is not paying the teachers enough?
* What is considered “enough”?

* What is the problem?
» What are the results
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4. Omit any general claims that are hard to support.
Working thesis: Today’s teenage girls are too sexualized.

Revised thesis: Teenage girls who are captivated by the
sexual images on MTV are conditioned to believe that a
woman’s worth depends on her sensuality, a feeling that
harms their self-esteem and behavior.

It is true that some young women in today’s society are
more sexualized than in the past, but that is not true for
all girls. Many girls have strict parents, dress appropriately,
and do not engage in sexual activity while in middle school
and high school. The writer of this thesis should ask the
following questions:

» Which teenage girls?

* What constitutes “too” sexualized?

* Why are they behaving that way?

* Where does this behavior show up?

* What are the repercussions?

Writing at Work

In your career you may have to write a project
proposal that focuses on a particular problem in
your company, such as reinforcing the tardiness
policy. The proposal would aim to fix the problem;
using a thesis statement would clearly state the
boundaries of the problem and tell the goals of the
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project. After writing the proposal, you may find
that the thesis needs revision to reflect exactly what
is expressed in the body. Using the techniques from
this chapter would apply to revising that thesis.

Important Concepts

strong thesis statement
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5.3 Organizing an Essay

Article links:

“Effective Means for Writing a Paragraph” provided by
Candela Open Courses

“Writing Effective Paragraphs” provided by the University
of Richmond Writing Center

“Transitional Words and Phrases” provided by the
University of Richmond Writing Center

“What Logical Plan Informs Your Paper’s Organization?”
provided by the Writing Center

Learning Objectives

» Describe how to write a topic sentence.

» Describe how to support a topic sentence with
details.

» Describe when to begin a new paragraph.
* List uses for transitional words.

» Describe strategies to assist in organizing a
paper.

253
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A YouTube element has been excluded from this version of
the text. You can view it online here:
https://composingourselvesandourworld.pressbooks.com/

?p=214

Effective Means for Writing a Paragraph

provided by Candela Open Courses

Now that you have identified common purposes for writing
and learned how to select appropriate content for a
particular audience, you can think about the structure of
a paragraph in greater detail. Composing an effective
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paragraph requires a method similar to building a house.
You may have the finest content, or materials, but if you do
not arrange them in the correct order, then the final product
will not hold together very well.

A strong paragraph contains three distinct components:

1. Topic sentence. The topic sentence is the main
idea of the paragraph.

2. Body. The body is composed of the supporting
sentences that develop the main point.

3. Conclusion. The conclusion is the final
sentence that summarizes the main point.

The foundation of a good paragraph is the topic sentence,
which expresses the main idea of the paragraph. The topic
sentence relates to the thesis, or main point, of the essay
(see Chapter 9 “Writing Essays: From Start to Finish” for
more information about thesis statements) and guides the
reader by signposting what the paragraph is about. All the
sentences in the rest of the paragraph should relate to the
topic sentence.

This section covers the major components of a paragraph
and examines how to develop an effective topic sentence.

DEVELOPING A TOPIC SENTENCE

Pick up any newspaper or magazine and read the first
sentence of an article. Are you fairly confident that you
know what the rest of the article is about? If so, you have
likely read the topic sentence. An effective topic sentence
combines a main idea with the writer’s personal attitude
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or opinion. It serves to orient the reader and provides an
indication of what will follow in the rest of the paragraph.
Read the following example.

Creating a national set of standards for math and English
education will improve student learning in many states.

This topic sentence declares a favorable position for
standardizing math and English education. After reading
this sentence, a reader might reasonably expect the writer
to provide supporting details and facts as to why
standardizing math and English education might improve
student learning in many states. If the purpose of the essay
is actually to evaluate education in only one particular
state, or to discuss math or English education specifically,
then the topic sentence is misleading.

TIP

When writing a draft of an essay, allow a friend or
colleague to read the opening line of your first paragraph.
Ask your reader to predict what your paper will be about.
If he or she is unable to guess your topic accurately, you
should consider revising your topic sentence so that it
clearly defines your purpose in writing.

MAIN IDEA VERSUS CONTROLLING IDEA

Topic sentences contain both a main idea (the subject, or
topic that the writer is discussing) and a controlling
idea (the writer’s specific stance on that subject). Just as a
thesis statement includes an idea that controls a document’s
focus (as you will read about in Chapter 8 “The Writing
Process: How Do I Begin?”), a topic sentence must also
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contain a controlling idea to direct the paragraph. Different
writers may use the same main idea but can steer their
paragraph in a number of different directions according to
their stance on the subject. Read the following examples.

* Marijuana is a destructive influence on teens
and causes long-term brain damage.

» The antinausea properties in marijuana are a
lifeline for many cancer patients.

* Legalizing marijuana would create a higher
demand for Class A and Class B drugs.

Although the main idea—marijuana—is the same in all
three topic sentences, the controlling idea differs
depending on the writer’s viewpoint.

CHARACTERISTICS OF A GOOD TOPIC SENTENCE

Five characteristics define a good topic sentence:

1. A good topic sentence provides an accurate
indication of what will follow in the rest of the
paragraph.Weak example. People rarely give
firefighters the credit they deserve for such a
physically and emotionally demanding job. (The
paragraph is about a specific incident that
involved firefighters; therefore, this topic
sentence is too general.)Stronger
example. During the October riots, Unit 3B
went beyond the call of duty. (This topic
sentence is more specific and indicates that the
paragraph will contain information about a
particular incident involving Unit 3B.)
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2. A good topic sentence contains both a topic and
a controlling idea or opinion. Weak example. In
this paper, I am going to discuss the rising
suicide rate among young professionals. (This
topic sentence provides a main idea, but it does
not present a controlling idea, or
thesis.)Stronger example. The rising suicide
rate among young professionals is a cause for
immediate concern. (This topic sentence
presents the writer’s opinion on the subject of
rising suicide rates among young professionals.)

3. A good topic sentence is clear and easy to
follow.Weak example. In general, writing an
essay, thesis, or other academic or nonacademic
document is considerably easier and of much
higher quality if you first construct an outline, of
which there are many different types. (This topic
sentence includes a main idea and a controlling
thesis, but both are buried beneath the confusing
sentence structure and unnecessary vocabulary.
These obstacles make it difficult for the reader
to follow.)Stronger example. Most forms of
writing can be improved by first creating an
outline. (This topic sentence cuts out
unnecessary verbiage and simplifies the
previous statement, making it easier for the
reader to follow.)

4. A good topic sentence does not include
supporting details. Weak example. Salaries
should be capped in baseball for many reasons,
most importantly so we don’t allow the same
team to win year after year. (This topic sentence
includes a supporting detail that should be
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included later in the paragraph to back up the
main point.)Stronger example. Introducing a
salary cap would improve the game of baseball
for many reasons. (This topic sentence omits the
additional supporting detail so that it can be
expanded upon later in the paragraph.)

5. A good topic sentence engages the reader by
using interesting vocabulary. Weak
example. The military deserves better
equipment. (This topic sentence includes a main
idea and a controlling thesis, but the language is
bland and unexciting.)Stronger example. The
appalling lack of resources provided to the
military is outrageous and requires our
immediate attention. (This topic sentence
reiterates the same idea and controlling thesis,
but adjectives such
as appalling and immediate better engage the
reader. These words also indicate the writer’s
tone.)

WRITING AT WORK

When creating a workplace document, use the “top-down”
approach—keep the topic sentence at the beginning of each
paragraph so that readers immediately understand the gist
of the message. This method saves busy colleagues
precious time and effort trying to figure out the main points
and relevant details.

Headings are another helpful tool. In a text-heavy
document, break up each paragraph with individual
headings. These serve as useful navigation aids, enabling
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colleagues to skim through the document and locate
paragraphs that are relevant to them.

DEVELOPING PARAGRAPHS THAT USE TOPIC
SENTENCES, SUPPORTING IDEAS, AND
TRANSITIONS EFFECTIVELY

Learning how to develop a good topic sentence is the first
step toward writing a solid paragraph. Once you have
composed your topic sentence, you have a guideline for
the rest of the paragraph. To complete the paragraph, a
writer must support the topic sentence with additional
information and summarize the main point with a
concluding sentence.

This section identifies the three major structural parts of
a paragraph and covers how to develop a paragraph using
transitional words and phrases.

IDENTIFYING PARTS OF A PARAGRAPH

An effective paragraph contains three main parts: a topic
sentence, the body, and the concluding sentence. A topic
sentence is often the first sentence of a paragraph. This
chapter has already discussed its purpose—to express a
main idea combined with the writer’s attitude about the
subject. The body of the paragraph usually follows,
containing supporting details. Supporting sentences help
explain, prove, or enhance the topic sentence.
The concluding sentence is the last sentence in the
paragraph. It reminds the reader of the main point by
restating it in different words.
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Figure 5.3(1) Paragraph Structure Graphic Organizer
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Read the following paragraph. The topic sentence is

underlined for you.

After reading the new TV guide this week I had just one
thought—why are we still being bombarded with reality

shows? This season, the plague of reality television
continues to darken our airwaves. Along with the return
of viewer favorites, we are to be cursed with yet another
mindless creation. Prisoner follows the daily lives of eight
suburban housewives who have chosen to be put in jail
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for the purposes of this fake psychological experiment. A
preview for the first episode shows the usual tears and
tantrums associated with reality television. I dread to think
what producers will come up with next season, but if any
of them are reading this blog—stop it! We’ve had enough
reality television to last us a lifetime!

The first sentence of this paragraph is the topic sentence.
It tells the reader that the paragraph will be about reality
television shows, and it expresses the writer’s distaste for
these shows through the use of the word bombarded.

Each of the following sentences in the paragraph supports
the topic sentence by providing further information about
a specific reality television show. The final sentence is
the concluding sentence. It reiterates the main point that
viewers are bored with reality television shows by using
different words from the topic sentence.

Paragraphs that begin with the topic sentence move from
the general to the specific. They open with a general
statement about a subject (reality shows) and then discuss
specific examples (the reality show Prisoner). Most
academic essays contain the topic sentence at the beginning
of the first paragraph.

Now take a look at the following paragraph. The topic
sentence is underlined for you.

Last year, a cat traveled 130 miles to reach its family, who
had moved to another state and had left their pet behind.
Even though it had never been to their new home, the
cat was able to track down its former owners. A dog in
my neighborhood can predict when its master is about to
have a seizure. It makes sure that he does not hurt himself
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during an epileptic fit. Compared to many animals, our
own senses are almost dull.

The last sentence of this paragraph is the topic sentence.
It draws on specific examples (a cat that tracked down
its owners and a dog that can predict seizures) and then
makes a general statement that draws a conclusion from
these examples (animals’ senses are better than humans’).
In this case, the supporting sentences are placed before the
topic sentence and the concluding sentence is the same as
the topic sentence.

This technique is frequently used in persuasive writing.
The writer produces detailed examples as evidence to back
up his or her point, preparing the reader to accept the
concluding topic sentence as the truth.

Sometimes, the topic sentence appears in the middle of a
paragraph. Read the following example. The topic sentence
is underlined for you.

For many years, I suffered from severe anxiety every time
I took an exam. Hours before the exam, my heart would
begin pounding, my legs would shake, and sometimes I
would become physically unable to move. Last year, I was
referred to a specialist and finally found a way to control
my anxiety—breathing exercises. It seems so simple, but
by doing just a few breathing exercises a couple of hours
before an exam, I gradually got my anxiety under control.
The exercises help slow my heart rate and make me feel
less anxious. Better yet, they require no pills, no
equipment, and very little time. It’s amazing how just
breathing correctly has helped me learn to manage my
anxiety symptoms.
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In this paragraph, the underlined sentence is the topic
sentence. It expresses the main idea—that breathing
exercises can help control anxiety. The preceding sentences
enable the writer to build up to his main point (breathing
exercises can help control anxiety) by using a personal
anecdote (how he used to suffer from anxiety). The
supporting sentences then expand on how breathing
exercises help the writer by providing additional
information. The last sentence is the concluding sentence
and restates how breathing can help manage anxiety.

Placing a topic sentence in the middle of a paragraph is
often used in creative writing. If you notice that you have
used a topic sentence in the middle of a paragraph in an
academic essay, read through the paragraph carefully to
make sure that it contains only one major topic. To read
more about topic sentences and where they appear in
paragraphs, see Chapter 8 “The Writing Process: How Do
I Begin?”.

IMPLIED TOPIC SENTENCES

Some well-organized paragraphs do not contain a topic
sentence at all. Instead of being directly stated, the main
idea is implied in the content of the paragraph. Read the
following example:

Heaving herself up the stairs, Luella had to pause for breath
several times. She let out a wheeze as she sat down heavily
in the wooden rocking chair. Tao approached her
cautiously, as if she might crumble at the slightest touch.
He studied her face, like parchment; stretched across the
bones so finely he could almost see right through the skin
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to the decaying muscle underneath. Luella smiled a
toothless grin.

Although no single sentence in this paragraph states the
main idea, the entire paragraph focuses on one
concept—that Luella is extremely old. The topic sentence
is thus implied rather than stated. This technique is often
used in descriptive or narrative writing. Implied topic
sentences work well if the writer has a firm idea of what
he or she intends to say in the paragraph and sticks to it.
However, a paragraph loses its effectiveness if an implied
topic sentence is too subtle or the writer loses focus.

TIP

Avoid using implied topic sentences in an informational
document. Readers often lose patience if they are unable to
quickly grasp what the writer is trying to say. The clearest
and most efficient way to communicate in an informational
document is to position the topic sentence at the beginning
of the paragraph.

SUPPORTING SENTENCES

If you think of a paragraph as a hamburger, the supporting
sentences are the meat inside the bun. They make up the
body of the paragraph by explaining, proving, or enhancing
the controlling idea in the topic sentence. Most paragraphs
contain three to six supporting sentences depending on the
audience and purpose for writing. A supporting sentence
usually offers one of the following:

* ReasonSentence: The refusal of the baby boom
generation to retire is contributing to the current
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lack of available jobs.

+ FactSentence: Many families now rely on older
relatives to support them financially.

* StatisticSentence: Nearly 10 percent of adults
are currently unemployed in the United States.

* QuotationSentence: “We will not allow this
situation to continue,” stated Senator Johns.

+ ExampleSentence: Last year, Bill was asked to
retire at the age of fifty-five.

The type of supporting sentence you choose will depend
on what you are writing and why you are writing. For
example, if you are attempting to persuade your audience
to take a particular position you should rely on facts,
statistics, and concrete examples, rather than personal
opinions. Read the following example:

There are numerous advantages to owning a hybrid
car. (Topic sentence)

First, they get 20 percent to 35 percent more miles to
the gallon than a fuel-efficient gas-powered
vehicle. (Supporting sentence 1: statistic)

Second, they produce very few emissions during low speed
city driving. (Supporting sentence 2: fact)

Because they do not require gas, hybrid cars reduce
dependency on fossil fuels, which helps lower prices at the
pump. (Supporting sentence 3: reason)

Alex bought a hybrid car two years ago and has been
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sentence 4: example)

“It’s the cheapest car I’ve ever had,” she said. “The running
costs are far lower than previous gas powered vehicles I've
owned.” (Supporting sentence 5: quotation)

Given the low running costs and environmental benefits of
owning a hybrid car, it is likely that many more people
will follow Alex’s example in the near future. (Concluding
sentence)

To find information for your supporting sentences, you
might consider using one of the following sources:

» Reference book

* Encyclopedia

* Website

* Biography/autobiography

* Map

* Dictionary

* Newspaper/magazine

* Interview

* Previous experience

 Personal research
TIP
When searching for information on the Internet, remember

that some websites are more reliable than others. websites
ending in .gov or .edu are generally more reliable than
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websites ending in .com or .org. Wikis and blogs are not
reliable sources of information because they are subject to
inaccuracies.

CONCLUDING SENTENCES

An effective concluding sentence draws together all the
ideas you have raised in your paragraph. It reminds readers
of the main point—the topic sentence—without restating it
in exactly the same words. Using the hamburger example,
the top bun (the topic sentence) and the bottom bun (the
concluding sentence) are very similar. They frame the
“meat” or body of the paragraph. Compare the topic
sentence and concluding sentence from the previous
example:

Topic sentence: There are numerous advantages to owning
a hybrid car.

Concluding sentence: Given the low running costs and
environmental benefits of owning a hybrid car, it is likely
that many more people will follow Alex’s example in the
near future.

Notice the use of the synonyms advantages and benefits.
The concluding sentence reiterates the idea that owning
a hybrid is advantageous without using the exact same
words. It also summarizes two examples of the advantages
covered in the supporting sentences: low running costs and
environmental benefits.

You should avoid introducing any new ideas into your
concluding sentence. A conclusion is intended to provide
the reader with a sense of completion. Introducing a subject
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that is not covered in the paragraph will confuse the reader
and weaken your writing.

A concluding sentence may do any of the following:

Restate the main idea.Example: Childhood
obesity is a growing problem in the United
States.

Summarize the key points in the
paragraph.Example: A lack of healthy choices,
poor parenting, and an addiction to video games
are among the many factors contributing to
childhood obesity.

Draw a conclusion based on the information in
the paragraph.Example: These statistics
indicate that unless we take action, childhood
obesity rates will continue to rise.

Make a prediction, suggestion, or
recommendation about the information in the
paragraph.Example: Based on this research,
more than 60 percent of children in the United
States will be morbidly obese by the year 2030
unless we take evasive action.

Offer an additional observation about the
controlling idea.Example: Childhood obesity is
an entirely preventable tragedy.

TRANSITIONS

A strong paragraph moves seamlessly from the topic
sentence into the supporting sentences and on to the
concluding sentence. To help organize a paragraph and
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ensure that ideas logically connect to one another, writers
use transitional words and phrases. A transitionis a
connecting word that describes a relationship between
ideas. Take another look at the earlier example:

There are numerous advantages to owning a hybrid
car. First, they get 20 percent to 35 percent more miles
to the gallon than a fuel-efficient gas-powered
vehicle. Second, they produce very few emissions during
low speed city driving. Because they do not require gas,
hybrid cars reduce dependency on fossil fuels, which helps
lower prices at the pump. Alex bought a hybrid car two
years ago and has been extremely impressed with its
performance. “It’s the cheapest car I’ve ever had,” she
said. “The running costs are far lower than previous gas-
powered vehicles I’ve owned.” Given the low running
costs and environmental benefits of owning a hybrid car, it
is likely that many more people will follow Alex’s example
in the near future.

Each of the underlined words is a transition word. Words
such as first and second are transition words that show
sequence or clarify order. They help organize the writer’s
ideas by showing that he or she has another point to make
in support of the topic sentence. Other transition words that
show order include third, also, and furthermore.

The transition word because is a transition word of
consequence that continues a line of thought. It indicates
that the writer will provide an explanation of a result. In
this sentence, the writer explains why hybrid cars will
reduce dependency on fossil fuels (because they do not
require gas). Other transition words of consequence
include as a result, so that, since, or for this reason.
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To include a summarizing transition in her concluding
sentence, the writer could rewrite the final sentence as
follows:

In conclusion, given the low running costs and
environmental benefits of owning a hybrid car, it is likely
that many more people will follow Alex’s example in the
near future.

The following chart provides some useful transition words
to connect supporting sentences and concluding sentences.

Table 5.3(2) Useful Transitional Words and Phrases

For Supporting Sentences

above . in

but for instance . moreover
all particular
also conversely furthermore later on nevertheless
aside . . .
from correspondingly however likewise on one hand
at the

. .. . on the
same for example in addition = meanwhile
) contrary
time
For Concluding Sentences
after  all things S in on the
. in brief

all considered summary  whole
all in . in

finally . on balance thus
all conclusion

subseque

therefore

to begin
with

to sumu



272 Elizabeth Burrows, Angela Fowler, Heath Fowler, and Amy
Locklear

WRITING AT WORK

Transitional words and phrases are useful tools to
incorporate into workplace documents. They guide the
reader through the document, clarifying relationships
between sentences and paragraphs so that the reader
understands why they have been written in that particular
order.

For example, when writing an instructional memo, it may
be helpful to consider the following transitional words and
phrases: before you begin, first, next, then, finally, after
you have completed. Using these transitions as a template
to write your memo will provide readers with clear, logical
instructions about a particular process and the order in
which steps are supposed to be completed.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

* A good paragraph contains three distinct
components: a topic sentence, body, and
concluding sentence.

 The topic sentence expresses the main idea of
the paragraph combined with the writer’s
attitude or opinion about the topic.

» Good topic sentences contain both a main idea
and a controlling idea, are clear and easy to
follow, use engaging vocabulary, and provide an
accurate indication of what will follow in the
rest of the paragraph.

» Topic sentences may be placed at the beginning,
middle, or end of a paragraph. In most academic
essays, the topic sentence is placed at the
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beginning of a paragraph.

» Supporting sentences help explain, prove, or
enhance the topic sentence by offering facts,
reasons, statistics, quotations, or examples.

» Concluding sentences summarize the key points
in a paragraph and reiterate the main idea
without repeating it word for word.

 Transitional words and phrases help organize
ideas in a paragraph and show how these ideas
relate to one another.

N

Writing Effective Paragraphs

A paragraph should be unified, coherent, and well
developed. Paragraphs are unified around a main point
and all sentences in the paragraph should clearly relate to
that point in some way. The paragraph’s main idea should
be supported with specific information that develops or
discusses the main idea in greater detail.

Creating a Topic Sentence

The topic sentence expresses the main point in a paragraph.
You may create your topic sentence by considering the
details or examples you will discuss. What unifies these
examples? What do your examples have in common?
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Reach a conclusion and write that “conclusion” first. If it
helps, think of writing backwards—from generalization to
support instead of from examples to a conclusion.

If you know what your main point will be, write it as
clearly as possible. Then, focus on keywords in your topic
sentence and try to explain them more fully. Keep asking
yourself “How?” or “Why?” or “What examples can I
provide to convince a reader?”. After you have added your
supporting information, review the topic sentence to see if
it still indicates the direction of your writing.

Purposes of Topic Sentences

+ To state the main point of a paragraph

+ To give the reader a sense of direction (indicate
what information will follow)

» To summarize the paragraph’s main point

Placement of Topic Sentences
 Often appear as the first or second sentences of
a paragraph
+ Rarely appear at the end of the paragraph

Supporting a Topic Sentence with Details

To support a topic sentence, consider some of the possible
ways that provide details. To develop a paragraph, use one
or more of these:

* Add examples

+ Tell a story that illustrates the point you’re
making
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» Discuss a process
» Compare and contrast
* Use analogies (eg., “X is similar to Y because. .
)
* Discuss cause and effect

* Define your terms
Reasons for beginning a new paragraph

+ To show you’re switching to a new idea

 To highlight an important point by putting it at
the beginning or end of your paragraph

» To show a change in time or place

+ To emphasize a contrast

+ To indicate changing speakers in a dialogue
» To give readers an opportunity to pause

» To break up a dense text

Ways of Arranging Information Within or Between
Paragraphs
* Order of time (chronology)

* Order of space (descriptions of a location or
scene)

* Order of climax (building toward a conclusion)

* Order of importance (from least to most
important or from most to least important)
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Transitional Words and Phrases

Provided by the University of Richmond Writing Center

This page only provides a list of transitional words; be
certain you understand their meanings before you use
them. Often, there exists a slight, but significant, difference
between two apparently similar words. Also remember that
while transitions describe relationships between ideas,
they do not automatically create relationships between
ideas for your reader. Use transitions with enough context
in a sentence or paragraph to make the relationships clear.

Example of unclear transition:

The characters in Book A face a moral dilemma. In the same
way, the characters in Book B face a similar problem.

Improved transition:
The characters in Book A face a moral dilemma, a contested
inheritance. Although the inheritance in Book B consists of

an old house and not a pile of money, the nature of the
problem is quite similar.

Examples of Transitions:

Illustration
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Thus, for example, for instance, namely, to illustrate, in other
words, in particular, specifically, such as.

Contrast

On the contrary, contrarily, notwithstanding, but, however,
nevertheless, in spite of, in contrast, yet, on one hand, on
the other hand, rather, or, nor, conversely, at the same time,
while this may be true.

Addition

And, in addition to, furthermore, moreover, besides, than,
too, also, both-and, another, equally important, first, second,
etc., again, further, last, finally, not only-but also, as well
as, in the second place, next, likewise, similarly, in fact, as
a result, consequently, in the same way, for example, for
instance, however, thus, therefore, otherwise.

Time

After, afterward, before, then, once, next, last, at last, at
length, first, second, etc., at first, formerly, rarely, usually,
another, finally, soon, meanwhile, at the same time, for a
minute, hour, day, etc., during the morning, day, week, etc.,
most important, later, ordinarily, to begin with, afterwards,
generally, in order to, subsequently, previously, in the
meantime, immediately, eventually, concurrently,
simultaneously.

Space

At the left, at the right, in the center, on the side, along the
edge, on top, below, beneath, under, around, above, over,
straight ahead, at the top, at the bottom, surrounding,
opposite, at the rear, at the front, in front of, beside, behind,
next to, nearby, in the distance, beyond, in the forefront,
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in the foreground, within sight, out of sight, across, under,
nearer, adjacent, in the background.

Concession

Although, at any rate, at least, still, thought, even though,
granted that, while it may be true, in spite of, of course.

Similarity or Comparison

Similarly, likewise, in like fashion, in like manner,
analogous to.

Emphasis

Above all, indeed, truly, of course, certainly, surely, in fact,
really, in truth, again, besides, also, furthermore, in addition.

Details

Specifically, especially, in particular, to explain, to list, to
enumerate, in detail, namely, including.

Examples

For example, for instance, to illustrate, thus, in other words,
as an illustration, in particular.

Consequence or Result
So that, with the result that, thus, consequently, hence,

accordingly, for this reason, therefore, so, because, since,
due to, as a result, in other words, then.

Summary
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Therefore, finally, consequently, thus, in short, in
conclusion, in brief, as a result, accordingly.

Suggestion

For this purpose, to this end, with this in mind, with this
purpose in mind, therefore.

.

What Logical Plan Informs Your Paper’s
Organization?

provided by Writing Commons

Why is it important to organize a paper logically?
Academic writing—like many types of writing—is
typically more effective when the writer’s ideas are
presented logically. For the sake of clarity and
cohesiveness, a logical plan should inform the paper’s
organization from beginning to end at the global (big
picture) and local (zoomed in) levels. The target audience
is more likely to become engaged, and maintain their
engagement, when the conversation is clearly organized
and purposefully presented.

Organizational structures that work:

* Graphic organizers

o Web: Draw a circle in the middle of a
page and write your thesis inside. In a
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Outlines

o

series of circles around the thesis, fill
in ideas for the introduction, the main
point of each body paragraph, and the
conclusion. Then number the circles
appropriately.

Cluster or mind map: Begin with the
topic in the center and map out a
series of main ideas in connected
ovals; continue to draw more ovals
and cluster the details around each
main idea.

Traditional, formal outline: This
organizational plan typically begins
with a thesis statement and lays out
your paper’s content in detail, using a
standard outline format.

Working outline: This plan generally
begins with a working thesis followed
by an organized, but less formal,
presentation of ideas. Strategic
reorganization of the outline takes
place as your paper develops.

Reverse outline: Outlining is done
after a draft of the paper has been
written. The writer extracts the main
idea from each paragraph, determines
what steps need to be taken to present
the ideas logically, and reorganizes
appropriately.

What can be done to construct a logical plan?
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» Experiment with different organizational
structures and choose one that works in
harmony with your writing style, as well as the
requirements of the assignment.

* Develop a well-organized thesis or working
thesis—ideas that are clearly-presented in the
thesis generally support clearly-presented ideas
in the body of your paper.

 Treat the paper as a living document.
Systematically reevaluate the success, or failure,
of the organizational plan and reorganize as
needed to keep the paper “breathing.”

N

Key Terms

order of time

order of space

order of climax

order of importance:
transitions

traditional, formal outline
working outline

reverse outline
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Licenses and Attributions
CC LICENSED CONTENT, ORIGINAL

Composing Ourselves and Our World, Provided by:
the authors. License: Attribution 4.0 International

(CC BY 4.0)
CC LICENSED CONTENT INCLUDED

Writing Effective Paragraphs by University of
Richmond Writing Center, is licensed under a
Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs 3.0 United
States (CC BY-NC-ND 3.0 US) License, except
where otherwise noted.

Transitional Words and Phrases by University of
Richmond Writing Center, is licensed under a
Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs 3.0 United
States (CC BY-NC-ND 3.0 US) License, except
where otherwise noted.

This chapter contains an excerpt from What I.ogical
Plan Informs Your Paper’s Organization? by Karen
Langbehn,Writing Commons, and is used under
Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs 3.0 license.

Video 1: License: Standard YouTube
License Attribution: Writing a Perfect Paragraph by
Kristin Kneff.



https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://writing2.richmond.edu/writing/wweb/paragrph.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/us/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/us/
http://writing2.richmond.edu/writing/wweb/trans1.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/us/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/us/
https://writingcommons.org/open-text/writing-processes/organize/organize-structure/571-what-logical-plan-informs-your-papers-organization
https://writingcommons.org/open-text/writing-processes/organize/organize-structure/571-what-logical-plan-informs-your-papers-organization
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=O3K387O6blQ&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCLYpAUtNEag4-QLKOoplKhA

5.4 MLA Formatting Conventions

Article links:

“Using Modern Language Association (MLA) Style”
provided by University of Minnesota Libraries

Learning Objectives

1. Identify the major components of a research
paper written using MLA style.

2. Apply general Modern Language Association
(MLA) style and formatting conventions in a
research paper.

N
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Your Own Title:

* Do not underline it
* Do not put it in quote marks
* Do not boldface it
* Do not use all caps for it

A YouTube element has been excluded from this version of
the text. You can view it online here:
https://composingourselvesandourworld.pressbooks.com/

?p=216

Using Modern Language Association (MLA)
Style

provided by University of Minnesota Libraries

MLA style provides a format for the manuscript text and
parenthetical citations, or in-text citations. It also provides
the framework for the works cited area for references at
the end of the essay. MLA style emphasizes brevity and
clarity. As a student writer, it is to your advantage to be
familiar with both major styles, and this section will outline
the main points of ML A as well as offer specific examples


https://composingourselvesandourworld.pressbooks.com/?p=216#pb-interactive-content
https://composingourselvesandourworld.pressbooks.com/?p=216#pb-interactive-content
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of commonly used references. Remember that your writing
represents you in your absence. The correct use of a
citation style demonstrates your attention to detail and
ability to produce a scholarly work in an acceptable style,
and it can help prevent the appearance or accusations of
plagiarism.

If you are taking an English, art history, or music
appreciation class, chances are that you will be asked to
write an essay in ML A format. One common question goes
something like “What’s the difference?” referring to APA
and MLA style, and it deserves our consideration. The
liberal arts and humanities often reflect works of creativity
that come from individual and group effort, but they may
adapt, change, or build on previous creative works. The
inspiration to create something new, from a song to a music
video, may contain elements of previous works. Drawing
on your fellow artists and authors is part of the creative
process, and so is giving credit where credit is due.

A reader interested in your subject wants not only to read
what you wrote but also to be aware of the works that you
used to create it. Readers want to examine your sources to
see if you know your subject, to see if you missed anything,
or if you offer anything new and interesting. Your new or
up-to-date sources may offer the reader additional insight
on the subject being considered. It also demonstrates that
you, as the author, are up-to-date on what is happening in
the field or on the subject. Giving credit where it is due
enhances your credibility, and the MLA style offers a clear
format to use.

Uncredited work that is incorporated into your own writing
is considered plagiarism. In the professional world,
plagiarism results in loss of credibility and often
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compensation, including future opportunities. In a
classroom setting, plagiarism results in a range of
sanctions, from loss of a grade to expulsion from a school
or university. In both professional and academic settings,
the penalties are severe. MLA offers artists and authors
a systematic style of reference, again giving credit where
credit is due, to protect MLA users from accusations of
plagiarism.

MLA style uses a citation in the body of the essay that
links to the works cited page at the end. The in-text citation
is offset with parentheses, clearly calling attention to itself
for the reader. The reference to the author or title is like
a signal to the reader that information was incorporated
from a separate source. It also provides the reader with
information to then turn to the works cited section of your
essay (at the end) where they can find the complete
reference. If you follow the MLA style, and indicate your
source both in your essay and in the works cited section,
you will prevent the possibility of plagiarism. If you follow
the MLA guidelines, pay attention to detail, and clearly
indicate your sources, then this approach to formatting and
citation offers a proven way to demonstrate your respect
for other authors and artists.

Five Reasons to Use MLA Style
1. To demonstrate your ability to present a
professional, academic essay in the correct style

2. To gain credibility and authenticity for your
work

3. To enhance the ability of the reader to locate
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information discussed in your essay

4. To give credit where credit is due and prevent
plagiarism

5. To get a good grade or demonstrate excellence
in your writing

Before we transition to specifics, please consider one word
of caution: consistency. If you are instructed to use the
MLA style and need to indicate a date, you have options.
For example, you could use an international or a US style:

 International style: 18 May 1980 (day/month/
year)
» US style: May 18, 1980 (month/day/year)

If you are going to the US style, be consistent in its use.
You’ll find you have the option on page 83 of the MLA
Handbook for Writers of Research Papers, 7th edition.
You have many options when writing in English as the
language itself has several conventions, or acceptable ways
of writing particular parts of speech or information.

Now you may say to yourself that you won’t write that
term and it may be true, but you will come to a term or
word that has more than one way it can be written. In
that case, what convention is acceptable in MLA style?
This is where the MLA Handbook serves as an invaluable
resource. Again, your attention to detail and the
professional presentation of your work are aspects of
learning to write in an academic setting.
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Now let’s transition from a general discussion on the
advantages of MLA style to what we are required to do
to write a standard academic essay. We will first examine
a general “to do” list, then review a few “do not”
suggestions, and finally take a tour through a sample of
MLA features. Links to sample MLA papers are located at
the end of this section.

General MLA List

o kA W N

10.

Use standard white paper (8.5 % 11 inches).
Double space the essay and quotes.

Use Times New Roman 12-point font.

Use one-inch margins on all sides

Indent paragraphs (five spaces or 1.5 inches).

Include consecutive page numbers in the upper-
right corner.

Use italics to indicate a title, as in Writing for
Success.

On the first page, place your name, course, date,
and instructor’s name in the upper-left corner.

On the first page, place the title centered on the
page, with no bold or italics and all words
capitalized.

On all pages, place the header, student’s name +
one space + page number, 1.5 inches from the
top, aligned on the right.
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Tip

Depending on your field of study, you may sometimes write
research papers in either APA or MLA style. Recognize that
each has its advantages and preferred use in fields and
disciplines. Learn to write and reference in both styles with
proficiency.

Title Block Format

You never get a second chance to make a first impression,
and your title block (not a separate title page; just a section
at the top of the first page) makes an impression on the
reader. If correctly formatted with each element of
information in its proper place, form, and format, it says
to the reader that you mean business, that you are a
professional, and that you take your work seriously, so it
should, in turn, be seriously considered. Your title block in
MLA style contributes to your credibility. Remember that
your writing represents you in your absence, and the title
block is the tailored suit or outfit that represents you best.
That said, sometimes a separate title page is necessary, but
it is best both to know how to properly format a title block
or page in MLA style and to ask your instructor if it is
included as part of the assignment.

Your name
Instructor

Course number
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Date
Title of Paper

Paragraphs and Indentation

Make sure you indent five spaces (from the left margin).
You’ll see that the indent offsets the beginning of a new
paragraph. We use paragraphs to express single ideas or
topics that reinforce our central purpose or thesis
statement. Paragraphs include topic sentences, supporting
sentences, and conclusion or transitional sentences that link
paragraphs together to support the main focus of the essay.

Tables and lllustrations

Place tables and illustrations as close as possible to the text
they reinforce or complement. Here’s an example of a table
in MLA.

Table 5.4

Sales Figures by Year Sales Amount ($)

2007 100,000
2008 125,000
2009 185,000

2010 215,000
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As we can see in Table 5.4, we have experienced significant
growth since 2008.

This example demonstrates that the words that you write
and the tables, figures, illustrations, or images that you
include should be next to each other in your paper.

Parenthetical Citations

You must cite your sources as you use them. In the same
way that a table or figure should be located right next to
the sentence that discusses it (see the previous example),
parenthetical citations, or citations enclosed in parenthesis
that appear in the text, are required. You need to cite all
your information. If someone else wrote it, said it, drew it,
demonstrated it, or otherwise expressed it, you need to cite
it. The exception to this statement is common, widespread
knowledge. For example, if you search online for MLA
resources, and specifically MLA sample papers, you will
find many similar discussions on MLA style. MLA is a
style and cannot be copyrighted because it is a style, but
the seventh edition of the MLA Handbook can be copyright
protected. If you reference a specific page in that
handbook, you need to indicate it. If you write about a
general MLA style issue that is commonly covered or
addressed in multiple sources, you do not. When in doubt,
reference the specific resource you used to write your
essay.

Your in-text, or parenthetical, citations should do the
following:
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* Clearly indicate the specific sources also
referenced in the works cited

* Specifically identify the location of the
information that you used

» Keep the citation clear and concise, always
confirming its accuracy

Works Cited Page

After the body of your paper comes the works cited page.
It features the reference sources used in your essay. List the
sources alphabetically by last name, or list them by title if
the author is not known as is often the case of web-based
articles. You will find links to examples of the works cited
page in several of the sample MLA essays at the end of this
section.

As a point of reference and comparison to our APA
examples, let’s examine the following three citations and
the order of the information needed.
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Citation

Type

Website

Online
article

Book

Note: The items listed include proper punctuation and
capitalization according to the style’s guidelines.

MLA Style

Author’s Last Name, First
Name. Title of the website.
Publication Date. Name of

Organization (if applicable).

Date you accessed the
website. <URL>.

Author’s Last Name, First
Name. “Title of Article.”
Title of the website. Date of
publication. Organization
that provides the website.
Date you accessed the
website.

Author’s Last Name, First
Name. Title of the Book.
Place of Publication:
Publishing Company, Date
of publication.

APA Style

Author’s Last Name,
First Initial. (Date of
publication). Title of
document. Retrieved
from URL

Author’s Last name,
First Initial. (Date of
publication). Title of
article. Title of
Journal,
Volume(Issue).
Retrieved from URL

Author’s Last Name,
First Initial. (Date of
publication). Title of
the book. Place of
Publication:
Publishing Company.

Useful Sources of Examples of MLA Style

* Arizona State University Libraries offers an
excellent resource with clear examples.

o http://libguides.asu.edu/

content.php?pid=122697&sid=113296

4


http://libguides.asu.edu/content.php?pid=122697&sid=1132964
http://libguides.asu.edu/content.php?pid=122697&sid=1132964
http://libguides.asu.edu/content.php?pid=122697&sid=1132964
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Purdue Online Writing Lab includes sample
pages and works cited.

o http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/
resource/747/01

California State University—Sacramento’s Online
Writing Lab has an excellent visual description
and example of an MLA paper.

o http://www.csus.edu/owl/index/mla/
mla format.htm

SUNY offers an excellent, brief, side-by-side
comparison of ML A and APA citations.

o http://www.sunywcc.edw/LIBRARY/
research/MLA APA 08.03.10.pdf

Cornell University Library provides
comprehensive MLA information on its Citation
Management website.

o http://www.library.cornell.edu/resrch/
citmanage/mla

The University of Kansas Writing Center is an
excellent resource.

o http://www.writing.ku.edu/guides

Key Takeaways

MLA style is often used in the liberal arts and
humanities.

MLA style emphasizes brevity and clarity.

A reader interested in your subject wants not


http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/747/01
http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/747/01
http://www.csus.edu/owl/index/mla/mla_format.htm
http://www.csus.edu/owl/index/mla/mla_format.htm
http://www.sunywcc.edu/LIBRARY/research/MLA_APA_08.03.10.pdf
http://www.sunywcc.edu/LIBRARY/research/MLA_APA_08.03.10.pdf
http://www.library.cornell.edu/resrch/citmanage/mla
http://www.library.cornell.edu/resrch/citmanage/mla
http://www.writing.ku.edu/guides
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only to read what you wrote but also to be
informed of the works you used to create it.

* MLA style uses a citation in the body of the
essay that refers to the works cited section at the
end.

* If you follow MLA style, and indicate your
source both in your essay and in the works cited
section, you will prevent the possibility of
plagiarism.

Key Terms

MILA style

Licenses and Attributions
CC LICENSED CONTENT, ORIGINAL

Composing Ourselves and Our World, Provided by:
the authors. License: Attribution 4.0 International

(CC BY 4.0)

CC LICENSED CONTENT INCLUDED

13.4 Using Modern Language Association (MLA)
Style by University of Minnesota is licensed under

a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-
ShareAlike 4.0 International License

MULTIMEDIA CONTENT INCLUDED



https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://open.lib.umn.edu/writingforsuccess/chapter/13-4-using-modern-language-association-mla-style/
https://open.lib.umn.edu/writingforsuccess/chapter/13-4-using-modern-language-association-mla-style/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
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Video 1: License: Standard YouTube
License Attribution: MLA Style Essay Format —
Word Tutorial by David Taylor.



https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=219&v=22CPQoLE4U0
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCMFkJCN1Ehwg6fgrq_z9vyA

5.5 Introductions & Conclusions

Article links:

“How to Write an Engaging Introduction” provided by
Writing Commons

“How_to Write a Compelling Conclusion” provided by
Writing Commons

Learning Objectives

» Explain how to use a hook, transition, and
thesis in an introductory paragraph.

» Explain the purpose of a conclusion paragraph.

» Explain how to use a call to action, a
contextualization, a twist, or a suggestion in a
conclusion paragraph.

/""'\G_’.J
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A YouTube element has been excluded from this version of
the text. You can view it online here:
https://composingourselvesandourworld.pressbooks.com/

?p=218

How to Write an Engaging Introduction

Provided by Writing Commons
In what ways does your opening engage your reader?

Writers who produce engaging openings keep their
audience in mind from the very first sentence. They
consider the tone, pace, delivery of information, and
strategies for getting the reader’s attention. Many teachers
generally recommend that students write their
introductions last, because oftentimes introductions are the
hardest paragraphs to write.


https://composingourselvesandourworld.pressbooks.com/?p=218#pb-interactive-content
https://composingourselvesandourworld.pressbooks.com/?p=218#pb-interactive-content
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They’re difficult to write first because you have to consider
what the reader needs to know about your topic before
getting to the thesis. So, I, like other instructors, suggest
writing them last—even after the conclusion—though it’s
always a good idea to write with a working thesis in
mind. Here are some general principles to consider when
writing an introduction.

Avoid opening with cosmic statements

Think about the term “cosmic.” What does it mean? “Far
out.” Do you want your introductions to be “far out” (in
a bad way)? Then avoid beginning your papers with a
cosmic statement—a generalization, an overly broad idea.
Publishers say that the first one or two sentences make or
break a submission: if the first two sentences are poorly
written or are uninteresting, they won’t keep reading.
Consider what your target audience would think if the first
two lines were so broad that they really meant nothing
at all. Here is a list of a few phrases that signify cosmic
statements and that are often seen in the emerging level of
student writing;:

* From the beginning of time . . .

 Ever since the dawn of time . . .

* Since man first walked the earth . . .

* There are two sides to every issue.

» There are many controversial issues over which

people disagree.

That’s just a short list; there are many more cosmic phrases.
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But you can see from these examples that they preface
statements that are so broad they will either lead into an
incorrect or bland statement or will disconnect the reader
from the real point that you want to make. Let’s take the
first cosmic phrase from this list and finish it:

From the beginning of time, people have been tattooing each
other.

Though the writer might think this is a good broad
statement to introduce a paper on tattooing practices, it’s
too broad—not to mention historically incorrect. How
might we revise this cosmic statement so that it’s more
engaging?

Tattooing practices have widely varied over the past few
centuries.

Though still pretty broad, this statement is at least accurate.
Consider, though, how we might draw the reader in even
more:

Imagine you’re in a tattoo parlor, and you’re about to get
a tattoo for the first time. You look over and see the tattoo
artist coming at you with a piece of glass. How would you
feel? Well, tattooing practices have only become
standardized in the last two centuries.

By incorporating narrative into the introduction, the writer
can engage the reader and entice him or her to continue
reading. Note that narrative doesn’t suit all genres of
writing, though. See “Employing Narrative in an Essay”
for more information. More formal assignments may ask
you to construct an introduction without figurative
language or narrative. Think about the requirements of



https://writingcommons.org/employing-narrative-in-an-essay
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your assignment and your rhetorical situation when
crafting your introduction.

Avoid opening with a dictionary definition

Just like it’s important to avoid using cosmic statements
in your introductions, it’s also important to avoid starting
your papers with a dictionary definition. If your paper
topic is abortion, for instance, your reader doesn’t need to
know what Merriam Webster considers abortion to be; he
or she needs to know what broader idea will lead him or her
to your thesis. So don’t look to dictionary.com for a snazzy
opener; you won’t find one there.

Before writing the first line of your introduction, it’s a good
idea to write out the thesis. You will need to build up to that
thesis statement: the purpose of the introduction paragraph
is to give the reader the information he or she needs to
understand the thesis statement.

Wade your reader into your paper.

Why is it important to gradually move your reader through
your introduction toward your thesis? Let’s say that you’re
showing your friend this great new lake you’ve discovered.
When you reach the edge, do you push your friend in or
do you wade into the lake with him? Perhaps you’d push
your friend in, but you don’t want to shove your reader into
your paper. You want to wade him or her into your paper,
gradually taking him or her to the thesis statement.

If you write your introduction paragraph last, you will be
familiar with your argument and its direction. You can
then use this knowledge to structure your introduction
paragraph, asking yourself questions like, “What details do



302 Elizabeth Burrows, Angela Fowler, Heath Fowler, and Amy
Locklear

I include in my body paragraphs (so that I avoid bringing
them in to the paper too soon)?” and “What background
information, either about the greater conversation
surrounding this topic or about the topic’s historical
context, might my reader need to appreciate my thesis?”

Let’s take a look at an example of an introduction
paragraph that shoves the reader into the paper:

Tattooing practices have varied widely over the past few
centuries. Indeed, tattooing has become much safer. Whereas
in the nineteenth century tattooing was performed with sharp
instruments like glass in countries such as Africa, in the
twenty-first century tattooing is performed with sanitary
needles.

This introduction can’t really stand on its own as a
paragraph, anyway; it’s far too short. How might we add
material to this paragraph (revise it) so that it gradually
brings the reader to the thesis?

Imagine you’re in a tattoo parlor, and you’re about to get
a tattoo for the first time. You look over and see the tattoo
artist coming at you with a piece of glass. How would you
feel? Well, tattooing practices have only become
standardized in the last two centuries. In fact, in the
nineteenth century, some tattoo artists used sharp
instruments like shards of glass to mark the skin. Yet with
the public focus in the modern world on health and healthful
practices, tattooing practices have evolved accordingly.
Whereas in the nineteenth century tattooing was performed
in unsanitary, dangerous ways, in the twenty-first century
tattooing is performed with sanitary needles, demonstrating
a shift in ideas regarding health in public opinion.

Whereas the first introduction galloped into the thesis
statement, this paragraph wades the reader into the paper.
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Guiding the reader toward your thesis statement will also
help him or her better understand the context for your
particular topic, thereby giving him or her a greater stake
in your writing.

Ultimately, then, I suggest you practice writing your
introduction last. If it doesn’t work for you, then switch
back to writing it first. But writing it last may help you
avoid writing two introduction paragraphs or
foregrounding your argument too much. Overall, consider
the progression of ideas in your introduction: you should
move from global to local, from the general (but not over-
generalized) to the specific (your thesis statement).

N
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A YouTube element has been excluded from this version of
the text. You can view it online here:
https://composingourselvesandourworld.pressbooks.com/
?p=218

How to Write a Compelling Conclusion

provided by Writing Commons

In what manner have you reiterated your ideas? What have
you left your reader to think about at the end of your paper?
How does your paper answer the “So what?” question?

As the last part of the paper, conclusions often get the
short shrift. We instructors know (not that we condone
ity}—many students devote a lot less attention to the writing
of the conclusion. Some students might even finish their
conclusion thirty minutes before they have to turn in their
papers. But even if you’re practicing desperation writing,
don’t neglect your conclusion; it’s a very integral part of
your paper.

Think about it: Why would you spend so much time
writing your introductory material and your body
paragraphs and then kill the paper by leaving your reader
with a dud for a conclusion? Rather than simply trailing off
at the end, it’s important to learn to construct a compelling
conclusion—one that both reiterates your ideas and leaves
your reader with something to think about.


https://composingourselvesandourworld.pressbooks.com/?p=218#pb-interactive-content
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The Reiteration

In the first part of the conclusion, you should spend a brief
amount of time summarizing what you’ve covered in your
paper. This reiteration should not merely be a restatement
of your thesis or a collection of your topic sentences but
should be a condensed version of your argument, topic,
and/or purpose.

Let’s take a look at an example reiteration from a paper
about offshore drilling:

Ideally, a ban on all offshore drilling is the answer to the
devastating and culminating environmental concerns that
result when oil spills occur. Given the catastrophic history
of three major oil spills, the environmental and economic
consequences of offshore drilling should now be obvious.

Now, let’s return to the thesis statement in this paper so we
can see if it differs from the conclusion:

As a nation, we should reevaluate all forms of offshore
drilling, but deep water offshore oil drilling, specifically,
should be banned until the technology to stop and clean up
oil spills catches up with our drilling technology. Though
some may argue that offshore drilling provides economic
advantages and would lessen our dependence on foreign oil,
the environmental and economic consequences of an oil spill
are so drastic that they far outweigh the advantages.

Since the author has already discussed the environmental
and economic concerns associated with oil drilling, there’s
no need to be passive about the assertion; the author thus
moves from presenting oil spills as a problem to making a
statement that a ban on offshore drilling is the answer to
this problem. Moreover, the author provides an overview
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of the paper in the second sentence of the conclusion,
recapping the main points and reminding the reader that he
or she should now be willing to acknowledge his or her
position as viable. Though you may not always want to
take this aggressive of an approach (i.e., saying something
should be obvious to the reader), the key is to summarize
your main ideas without “plagiarizing” yourself (repeating
yourself word for word). Indeed, you may take the
approach of rather saying, “The reader can now, given
the catastrophic history of three major oil spills, see the
environmental and economic consequences of oil drilling.”
For more information about summary, please refer to the
textbook piece on incorporating sourced material into your
essays.

As you can thus see, reiteration is not restatement.
Summarize your paper in one to two sentences (or even
three or four, depending on the length of the paper), and
then move on to answering the “So what?” question.

Leaving Your Reader with Something to Think About:
Answering the “So what?” Question

The bulk of your conclusion should answer the “So what?”
question. Have you ever had an instructor write “So
what?” at the end of your paper? You might have been
offended, but the instructor was not saying that he or she
did not care about your paper; rather, he or she was
pointing to the fact that your paper leaves the reader with
nothing new to think about. You cannot possibly spend an
entire paragraph summarizing your paper topic, nor does
your reader want to see an entire paragraph of summary,
so you should craft something juicy—some new tidbit that
serves as an extension of your original ideas.
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There are a variety of ways that you can answer the “So
what?” question. The following are just a few types of
“endnotes”:

The Call to Action

A YouTube element has been excluded from this version of
the text. You can view it online here:
https://composingourselvesandourworld.pressbooks.com/

?p=218

The call to action can be used at the end of a variety of
papers, but it works best for persuasive papers, such as
social action papers and Rogerian argument essays (essays
that begin with a problem and move toward a solution,
which serves as the author’s thesis). Any time your purpose
in writing an essay is to change your reader’s mind or
you want to get your reader to do something, the call to
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action is the way to go. Basically, the call to action asks
your reader, after having progressed through a brilliant and
coherent argument, to do something or believe a certain
way. Following the reiteration at which we previously
looked, here comes a call to action:

We have advanced technology that allows deepwater
offshore drilling, but we lack the advanced technology
that would manage these spills effectively, As such, until
cleanup and prevention technology are available we
should, as gatekeepers of our coastal shores and defenders
of marine wildlife, ban offshore drilling—or, at the very
least, demand a moratorium on all offshore oil drilling.

This call to action requests that the reader—remember, you
need to identify your audience/reader before you begin
writing—consider a ban on offshore drilling. Whether the
author wants the reader to actually enact the ban or just to
come to his or her side of the fence, he or she is asking
the reader to do or believe something new based upon the
information he or she just received.

The Contextualization

The contextualization places the author’s local argument,
topic, or purpose in a more global context so that the
reader can see the larger purpose for the piece—or where
the piece fits into the larger conversation. Whereas writers
do research for papers so that they enter into specific
conversations, they provide their readers with a
contextualization in their conclusions so that they
acknowledge the broader dialogue that contains that local
conversation. For instance, if we were to return to the
paper on offshore drilling, rather than proposing a ban on



Composing Ourselves 309

offshore drilling (a call to action), we might provide the
reader with a contextualization:

We have advanced technology that allows deepwater
offshore drilling, but we lack the advanced technology that
would manage these spills effectively. Thus, one can see
the need to place environmental concerns at the forefront
of the political arena. Many politicians have already done
so, including So-and-so and So-and-so.

Rather than asking the reader to do or believe something,
this conclusion answers the “So what?” question by
showing the reader why this specific conversation about
offshore drilling matters in the larger conversation about
politics and environmentalism.

The Twist

The twist leaves the reader with a contrasting idea to
consider. For instance, if I were to write a paper that argued
that the media was responsible for the poor body image
of adolescent females, I might, in the last few lines of the
conclusion, give the reader a twist:

While the media is certainly responsible for the majority
of American girls’ body image issues, parents sometimes
affect the way girls perceive themselves more than the
media does.

While this contrasting idea does not negate the writer’s
original argument (why would you want to do that?), it
does present an alternative contrasting idea to weigh
against the original argument. The twist is kind of like a
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cliffhanger, as it’s sure to leave the reader saying, “Hmm .

»

The Suggestion of Possibilities for Future Research

This approach to answering the “So what?” question is best
for projects that you want to turn into a larger, ongoing
project—or, if you want to suggest possibilities for future
research for someone else (your reader) who might be
interested in that topic. This approach involves pinpointing
various directions which your research may take if
someone were to extend the ideas included in your paper.
Remember, research is a conversation, so it’s important
to consider how your piece fits into this conversation and
how others might use it in their own conversations. For
example, if we were to suggest possibilities for future
research based on this recurring example of the paper on
offshore drilling, the conclusion might end with something
like this:

I have just explored the economic and environmental
repercussions of offshore drilling based on the examples
we have of three major oil spills over the past thirty years.
Future research might uncover more economic and
environmental consequences of offshore drilling, as such
consequences will become clearer as the effects of the BP
oil spill become more pronounced.

Suggesting opportunities for future research involve the
reader in the paper, just like the call to action does. Who
knows, the reader may be inspired by your brilliant ideas
and may want to use your piece as a jumping-off point!

Whether you use acall to action, a twist,
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a contextualization, or whether you suggest future
possibilities for research, it’s important to answer the “So
what?” question so that your reader stays interested in your
topic until the very end of the paper. And, perhaps more
importantly, leaving your reader with something juicy to
consider makes it more likely that the reader will remember
your piece of writing. Why write just to end your paper
with a dud? Give your conclusion some love: reiterate and
then answer the “So what?” question.

N
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6.1 Revising vs. Proofreading

Article links:

“Higher Order Concerns” provided by Lumen Learning

“Reflective Writing and the Revision Process: What Were
You Thinking?” by Sandra L. Giles

Chapter Preview

* List strategies for proofreading your writing.

» Compare higher-order concerns and lower-
order concerns.

* Describe revision strategies for evaluating
writing.

* Discuss using the reverse outline as a revision
strategy.
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Introduction

Regardless of writers’ levels of experience or areas of
expertise, many struggle with revision, a component of
the writing process that encompasses everything from
transformative changes in content and argumentation to
minor corrections in grammar and punctuation. Perhaps
because revision involves so many forms of modification,
it is the focus of most scientific writing guides and
handbooks. Revision can be daunting; how does one
progress from initial drafts (called “rough drafts” for good
reason) to a polished piece of scholarly writing?

Developing a process for revision can help writers produce
thoughtful, polished texts and grow their written
communication skills. Consider, then, a systematic
approach to revision, including strategies to employ at
every step of the process.

A System for Approaching Revision

Generally, revision should be approached in a top-down
manner by addressing higher-order concerns (HOCs)
before moving on to lower-order concerns (LOCs). In
writing studies, the term “higher order” is used to denote
major or global issues such as thesis, argumentation, and
organization, whereas “lower order” is used to denote
minor or local issues such as grammar and mechanics.'
The more analytical work of revising HOCs often has
ramifications for the entire piece. Perhaps in refining the
argument, a writer will realize that the discussion section

1. McAndrew DA, Registad TJ. Tutoring writing: a practical guide for
conferences. Portsmouth (NH): Boynton/Cook; 2001.
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does not fully consider the study’s implications. Or, a
writer will try a new organizational scheme and find that a
paragraph no longer fits and should be cut. Such revisions
may have far-reaching implications for the text.

Dedicating time to tweaking wording or correcting
grammatical errors is unproductive if the sentence will
be changed or deleted. Focusing on HOCs before LOCs
allows writers to revise more effectively and efficiently.

Revision Strategies

Bearing in mind the general system of revising from HOCs
to LOCs, you can employ several revision strategies.

* Begin by evaluating how your argument
addresses your rhetorical situation—that is,
the specific context surrounding your writing,
including thze audience, exigence, and
constraints.

o For example, you may write an article
describing a new treatment. If the
target journal’s audience comes from a
variety of disciplines, you may need to
include substantial background
explanation, consider the implications
for practitioners and scholars in
multiple fields, and define technical
terms. By contrast, if you are
addressing a highly specialized
audience, you may be able to dispense
with many of the background
explanations and definitions because

2. Bitzer L. "The rhetorical situation." Philos Rhetoric 1968; 1 (1): 1-14.
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of your shared knowledge base. You
may consider the implications only for
specialists, as they are your primary
audience. Because this sort of revision
affects the entire text, beginning by
analyzing your rhetorical situation is
effective.

* Analyze your thesis or main argument for
clarity.

» Evaluate the global organization of your text
by writing a reverse outline. Unlike traditional
outlines, which are written before drafting,
reverse outlines reflect the content of written
drafts.

o In a separate document or in your
text’s margins, record the main idea of
each paragraph. Then, consider
whether the order of your ideas is
logical. This method also will help
you identify ideas that are out of place
or digressive. You may also evaluate
organization by printing the text and
cutting it up so that each paragraph
appears on a separate piece of paper.
You may then easily reorder the
paragraphs to test different
organizational schemes.
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Reverse Outline video

A YouTube element has been excluded from this version of
the text. You can view it online here:
https://composingourselvesandourworld.pressbooks.com/

?p=222

Reflective Writing and the Revision
Process: What Were You Thinking?

by Sandra L. Giles
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“Reflection” and “reflective writing” are umbrella terms
that refer to any activity that asks you to think about your
own thinking.* As composition scholars Kathleen Blake
Yancey and Jane Bowman Smith explain, reflection
records a “student’s process of thinking about what she
or he is doing while in the process of that doing” (170).
In a writing class, you may be asked to think about your
writing processes in general or in relation to a particular
essay, to think about your intentions regarding rhetorical
elements such as audience and purpose, or to think about
your choices regarding development strategies such as
comparison-contrast, exemplification, or definition. You
may be asked to describe your decisions regarding
language features such as word choice, sentence rhythm,
and so on. You may be asked to evaluate or assess your
piece of writing or your development as a writer in general.
Your instructor may also ask you to perform these kinds of
activities at various points in your process of working on a
project, or at the end of the semester.

A Writer’s Experience

The first time I had to perform reflective writing myself
was in the summer of 2002. And it did feel like a
performance, at first. I was adoctoral student in
Wendy Bishop’s Life Writing class at Florida State
University, and it was the first class I had ever
taken where we English majors actually practiced
what we preached; which is to say, we actually put
ourselves through the various elements of process
writing. Bishop led us through invention exercises,
revision exercises, language activities, and yes,
reflective writings. For each essay, we had to write
what she called a “process note” in which we
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explained our processes of working on the essay,
as well as our thought processes in developing the
ideas. We also discussed what we might want to
do with (or to) the essay in the future, beyond the
class. At the end of the semester, we composed
a self-evaluative cover letter for our portfolio in
which we discussed each of our essays from the
semester and recorded our learning and insights
about writing and about the genre of nonfiction.
My first process note for the class was a misguided
attempt at good student-gives-the-teacher-what-
she-wants. Our assignment had been to attend
an event in town and write about it. I had seen
an email announcement about a medium visiting
from England who would perform a “reading” at
the Unity Church in town. So I went and took
notes. And wrote two consecutive drafts. After
peer workshop, a third. And then I had to write the
process note, the likes of which I had never done
before. It felt awkward, senseless. Worse than
writing a scholarship application or some other
mundane writing task. Like a waste of time, and
like it wasn’t real writing at all. But it was
required.

So, hoop-jumper that I was, I wrote the following: “This
will eventually be part of a longer piece that will explore
the Foundation for Spiritual Knowledge in Tallahassee,
Florida, which is a group of local people in training to
be mediums and spirituals healers. These two goals are
intertwined.” Yeah, right. Nice and fancy. Did I really
intend to write a book-length study on those folks? I
thought my professor would like the idea, though, so I
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put it in my note. Plus, my peer reviewers had asked for
a longer, deeper piece. That statement would show I was
being responsive to their feedback, even though I didn’t
agree with it. The peer reviewers had also wanted me to
put myself into the essay more, to do more with first-
person point of view rather than just writing a reporter-
style observation piece. I still disagree with them, but what
I should have done in the original process note was go
into why: my own search for spirituality and belief could
not be handled in a brief essay. I wanted the piece to be
about the medium herself, and mediumship in general, and
the public’s reaction, and why a group of snarky teenagers
thought they could be disruptive the whole time and come
off as superior. I did a better job later—more honest and
thoughtful and revealing about my intentions for the
piece—in the self-evaluation for the portfolio. That’s
because, as the semester progressed and I continued to
have to write those darned process notes, I dropped the
attitude. In a conference about my writing, Bishop
responded to my note by asking questions focused entirely
on helping me refine my intentions for the piece, and I
realized my task wasn’t to please or try to dazzle her. I
stopped worrying about how awkward the reflection was,
stopped worrying about how to please the teacher, and
started actually reflecting and thinking. New habits and
ways of thinking formed. And unexpectedly, all the hard
decisions about revising for the next draft began to come
more easily.

And something else clicked, too. Two and a half years
previously, I had been teaching composition at a small two-
year college. Composition scholar Peggy O’Neill taught a
workshop for us English teachers on an assignment she
called the “Letter to the Reader.” That was my introduction
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to reflective writing as a teacher, though I hadn’t done any
of it myself at that point. I thought, “Okay, the composition
scholars say we should get our students to do this.” So I
did, but it did not work very well with my students at the
time. Here’s why: I didn’t come to understand what it could
do for a writer, or how it would do it, until I had been
through it myself.

After Bishop’s class, I became a convert. I began studying
reflection, officially called metacognition, and began
developing ways of using it in writing classes of all kinds,
from composition to creative nonfiction to fiction writing.
It works. Reflection helps you to develop your intentions
(purpose), figure out your relation to your audience,
uncover possible problems with your individual writing
processes, set goals for revision, make decisions about
language and style, and the list goes on. In a nutshell,
it helps you develop more insight into and control over
composing and revising processes. And according to
scholars such as Chris M. Anson, developing this control
is a feature that distinguishes stronger from weaker writers
and active from passive learners (69-73).

My Letter to the Reader Assignment

Over recent years, I’ve developed my own version of the
Letter to the Reader, based on O’Neill’s workshop and
Bishop’s class assignments. For each essay, during a
revising workshop, my students first draft their
letters to the reader and then later, polish them
to be turned in with the final draft. Letters are
composed based on the following instructions:

This will be a sort of cover letter for your essay. It should
be on a separate sheet of paper, typed, stapled to the top
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of the final draft. Date the letter and address it to “Dear
Reader.” Then do the following in nicely developed, fat
paragraphs:

1. Tell the reader what you intend for the essay to
do for its readers. Describe its purpose(s) and the effect(s)
you want it to have on the readers. Say who you think the
readers are.

*  Describe your process of working on the essay. How
did you narrow the assigned topic? What kind of planning
did you do? What steps did you go through, what changes
did you make along the way, what decisions did you face,
and how did you make the decisions?

. How did comments from your peers, in peer
workshop, help you? How did any class activities on style,
editing, etc., help you?

2. Remember to sign the letter. After you’ve drafted it,
think about whether your letter and essay match up. Does
the essay really do what your letter promises? If not, then
use the draft of your letter as a revising tool to make a few
more adjustments to your essay. Then, when the essay is
polished and ready to hand in, polish the letter as well and
hand them in together.

Following is a sample letter that shows how the act of
answering these prompts can help you uncover issues in
your essays that need to be addressed in further revision.
This letter is a mock-up based on problems I’ve seen over
the years. We discuss it thoroughly in my writing classes:

Dear Reader,
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This essay is about how I feel about the changes in the
financial aid rules. I talk about how they say you’re not
eligible even if your parents aren’t supporting you
anymore. I also talk a little bit about the HOPE scholarship.
But my real purpose is to show how the high cost of books
makes it impossible to afford college if you can’t get on
financial aid. My readers will be all college students. As a
result, it should make students want to make a change. My
main strategy in this essay is to describe how the rules have
affected me personally.

I chose this topic because this whole situation has really
bugged me. I did freewriting to get my feelings out on
paper, but I don’t think that was effective because it seemed
jumbled and didn’t flow. So I started over with an outline
and went on from there. I’m still not sure how to start the
introduction off because I want to hook the reader’s interest
but I don’t know how to do that. I try to include many
different arguments to appeal to different types of students
to make the whole argument seem worthwhile on many
levels.

I did not include comments from students because I want
everyone to think for themselves and form their own
opinion. That’s my main strategy. I don’t want the paper to
be too long and bore the reader. I was told in peer workshop
to include information from other students at other colleges
with these same financial aid problems. But I didn’t do that
because I don’t know anybody at another school. I didn’t
want to include any false information.

Thanks, (signature)

Notice how the letter shows us, as readers of the letter,
some problems in the essay without actually having to
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read the essay. From this (imaginary) student’s point
of view, the act of drafting this letter should show
her the problems, too. In her first sentence, she
announces her overall topic. Next she identifies a
particular problem: the way “they” define whether
an applicant is dependent on or independent of
parents. So far, pretty good, except her use of the
vague pronoun “they” makes me hope she hasn’t
been that vague in the essay itself. Part of taking
on a topic is learning enough about it to be
specific. Specific is effective; vague is not. Her
next comment about the HOPE scholarship makes
me wonder if she’s narrowed her topic enough.
When she said “financial aid,” I assumed federal,
but HOPE is particular to the state of Georgia and
has its own set of very particular rules, set by
its own committee in Atlanta. Can she effectively
cover both federal financial aid, such as the Pell
Grant for example, as well as HOPE, in the same
essay, when the rules governing them are
different? Maybe. We’ll see. I wish the letter
would address more specifically how she sorts that
out in the essay. Then she says that her “real
purpose” is to talk about the cost of books. Is that
really her main purpose? Either she doesn’t have a
good handle on what she wants her essay to do or
she’s just throwing language around to sound good
in the letter. Not good, either way.

When she says she wants the readers to be all college
students, she has identified her target audience, which is
good. Then this: “As a result, it should make students want
to make a change.” Now, doesn’t that sound more in line
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with a statement of purpose? Here the writer makes clear,
for the first time, that she wants to write a persuasive piece
on the topic. But then she says that her “main strategy” is
to discuss only her own personal experience. That’s not a
strong enough strategy, by itself, to be persuasive.

In the second section, where she discusses process, she
seems to have gotten discouraged when she thought that
freewriting hadn’t worked because it resulted in something
“jumbled.” But she missed the point that freewriting works
to generate ideas, which often won’t come out nicely
organized. It’s completely fine, and normal, to use
freewriting to generate ideas and then organize them with
perhaps an outline as a second step. As a teacher, when I
read comments like this in a letter, I write a note to the
student explaining that “jumbled” is normal, perfectly fine,
and nothing to worry about. I’'m glad when I read that
sort of comment so I can reassure the student. If not for
the letter, I probably wouldn’t have known of her
unfounded concern. It creates a teaching moment.

Our imaginary student then says, “I'm still not sure how
to start the introduction off because I want to hook the
reader’s interest but don’t know how to do that.” This
statement shows that she’s thinking along the right
lines—of capturing the reader’s interest. But she hasn’t
quite figured out how to do that in this essay, probably
because she doesn’t have a clear handle on her purpose. I'd
advise her to address that problem and to better develop her
overall strategy, and then she would be in a better position
to make a plan for the introduction. Again, a teaching
moment. When she concludes the second paragraph of the
letter saying that she wants to include “many different
arguments” for “different types of students,” it seems even
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more evident that she’s not clear on purpose or strategy;
therefore, she’s just written a vague sentence she probably
thought sounded good for the letter.

She begins her third paragraph with further proof of the
problems. If her piece is to be persuasive, then she should
not want readers to “think for themselves and form their
own opinion.” She most certainly should have included
comments from other students, as her peer responders
advised. It wouldn’t be difficult to interview some fellow
students at her own school. And as for finding out what
students at other schools think about the issue, a quick
search on the Internet would turn up newspaper or
newsletter articles, as well as blogs and other relevant
sources. Just because the official assignment may not have
been to write a “research” paper doesn’t mean you can’t
research. Some of your best material will come that way.
And in this particular type of paper, your personal
experience by itself, without support, will not likely
persuade the reader. Now, I do appreciate when she says
she doesn’t want to include any “false information.” A lot
of students come to college with the idea that in English
class, if you don’t know any information to use, then you
can just make it up so it sounds good. But that’s not ethical,
and it’s not persuasive, and just a few minutes on the
Internet will solve the problem.

This student, having drafted the above letter, should go
back and analyze. Do the essay and letter match up? Does
the essay do what the letter promises? And here, does the
letter uncover lack of clear thinking about purpose and
strategy? Yes, it does, so she should now go back and
address these issues in her essay. Without having done this
type of reflective exercise, she likely would have thought
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her essay was just fine, and she would have been
unpleasantly surprised to get the grade back with
my (the teacher’s) extensive commentary and
critique. She never would have predicted what I
would say because she wouldn’t have had a
process for thinking through these issues—and
might not have known how to begin thinking this
way. Drafting the letter should help her develop
more insight into and control over the revising
process so she can make more effective decisions
as she revises.

How It Works

Intentions—a sense of audience and purpose and of what
the writer wants the essay to do—are essential to a good
piece of communicative writing. Anson makes the point
that when an instructor asks a student to verbalize his or her
intentions, it is much more likely that the student will have
intentions (qtd. in Yancey and Smith 174). We saw this
process in mid-struggle with our imaginary student’s work
(above), and we’ll see it handled more effectively in real
student examples (below). As many composition scholars
explain, reflective and self-assessing activities help writers
set goals for their writing. For instance, Rebecca Moore
Howard states that “writers who can assess their own prose
can successfully revise that prose” (36). This position is
further illustrated by Xiaoguang Cheng and Margaret S.
Steffenson, who conducted and then reported a study
clearly demonstrating a direct positive effect of reflection
on student revising processes in “Metadiscourse: A
Technique for Improving Student Writing.” Yancey and
Smith argue that self-assessment and reflection are
essential to the learning process because they are a
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“method for assigning both responsibility and authority
to a learner” (170). Students then become independent
learners who can take what they learn about writing into
the future beyond a particular class rather than remaining
dependent on teachers or peer evaluators (171). Anson
echoes this idea, saying that reflection helps a writer grow
beyond simply succeeding in a particular writing project:
“Once they begin thinking about writing productively, they
stand a much better chance of developing expertise and
working more successfully in future writing situations”
(73).

Examples from Real Students

Let’s see some examples from actual students now,
although for the sake of space we’ll look at excerpts. The
first few illustrate how reflective writing helps you develop
your intentions. For an assignment to write a profile essay,
Joshua Dawson described his purpose and audience: “This
essay is about my grandmother and how she overcame the
hardships of life. [. . .] The purpose of this essay is to
show how a woman can be tough and can take anything life
throws at her. I hope the essay reaches students who have
a single parent and those who don’t know what a single
parent goes through.” Joshua showed a clear idea of what
he wanted his essay to do. For a cultural differences paper,
Haley Moore wrote about her mission trip to Peru: “I tried
to show how, in America, we have everything from clean
water to freedom of religion and other parts of the world
do not. Also, I would like for my essay to inspire people to
give donations or help in any way they can for the countries
that live in poverty.” Haley’s final draft actually did not
address the issue of donations and focused instead on the
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importance of mission work, a good revision decision that
kept the essay more focused.

In a Composition II class, Chelsie Mathis wrote an
argumentative essay on a set of controversial photos
published in newspapers in the 1970s which showed a
woman falling to her death during a fire escape collapse.
Chelsie said,

The main purpose of this essay is to argue whether the
[newspaper] editors used correct judgment when deciding
to publish such photos. The effect that I want my paper to
have on the readers is to really make people think about
others’ feelings and to make people realize that poor
judgment can have a big effect. [ . . . ] I intend for my
readers to possibly be high school students going into the
field of journalism or photojournalism.

Chelsie demonstrated clear thinking about purpose and
about who she wanted her essay to influence. Another
Comp II student, Daniel White, wrote, “This essay is a
cognitive approach of how I feel YouTube is helping our
society achieve its dreams and desires of becoming stars.”
I had no idea what he meant by “cognitive approach,”
but I knew he was taking a psychology class at
the same time. I appreciated that he was trying
to integrate his learning from that class into ours,
trying to learn to use that vocabulary. I was sure
that with more practice, he would get the hang
of it. I didn’t know whether he was getting much
writing practice at all in psychology, so I was
happy to let him practice it in my class. His
reflection showed learning in process.



332 Elizabeth Burrows, Angela Fowler, Heath Fowler, and Amy
Locklear

My students often resist writing about their composing
processes, but it’s good for them to see and analyze how
they did what they did, and it also helps me know what
they were thinking when they made composing decisions.
Josh Autry, in regards to his essay on scuba diving in
the Florida Keys at the wreck of the Spiegel Grove, said,
“Mapping was my preferred method of outlining. It helped
me organize my thoughts, go into detail, and pick the topics
that I thought would be the most interesting to the readers.”
He also noted, “I choose [sic] to write a paragraph about
everything that can happen to a diver that is not prepared
but after reviewing it I was afraid that it would scare an
interested diver away. I chose to take that paragraph out
and put a few warnings in the conclusion so the aspiring
diver would not be clueless.” This was a good decision
that did improve the final draft. His earlier draft had gotten
derailed by a long discussion of the dangers of scuba diving
in general. But he came to this realization and decided to
correct it without my help—except that I had led the class
through reflective revising activities. D’Amber Walker
wrote, “At first my organization was off because I didn’t
know if I should start off with a personal experience which
included telling a story or start with a statistic.” Apparently,
a former teacher had told her not to include personal
experiences in her essays. I reminded her that in our
workshop on introductions, we had discussed how a
personal story can be a very effective hook to grab the
reader’s attention. So once again, a teaching moment.
When Jonathan Kelly said, “I probably could have given
more depth to this paper by interviewing a peer or
something but I really felt unsure of how to go about doing
so,” I was able to scold him gently. If he really didn’t
know how to ask fellow students their opinions, all he had
to do was ask me. But his statement shows an accurate
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assessment of how the paper could have been better. When
Nigel Ellington titled his essay “If Everything Was Easy,
Nothing Would Be Worth Anything,” he explained, “I like
this [title] because it’s catchy and doesn’t give too much
away and it hooks you.” He integrated what he learned in
a workshop on titles. Doing this one little bit of reflective
thinking cemented that learning and gave him a
chance to use it in his actual paper.

How It Helps Me (the Instructor) Help You

Writing teachers often play two roles in relation to their
students. I am my students’ instructor, but I am also a
fellow writer. As a writer, I have learned that revision can
be overwhelming. It’s tempting just to fiddle with words
and commas if I don’t know what else to do. Reflection is a
mechanism, a set of procedures, to help me step back from
a draft to gain enough distance to ask myself, “Is this really
what I want the essay (or story or poem or article) to do? Is
this really what I want it to say? Is this the best way to get
it to say that?” To revise is to re-vision or re-see, to re-think
these issues, but you have to create a critical distance to be
able to imagine your piece done another way. Reflection
helps you create that distance. It also helps your instructor
better guide your work and respond to it.

The semester after my experience in Bishop’s Life Writing
Class, I took a Fiction Writing Workshop taught by Mark
Winegardner, author of The Godfather Returns and The
Godfather’s Revenge, as well as numerous other novels and
short stories. Winegardner had us create what he called
the “process memo.” As he indicated in an interview, he
uses the memo mainly as a tool to help the workshop
instructor know how to respond to the writer’s story. If
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a writer indicates in the memo that he knows something
is still a problem with the story, then the instructor can
curtail lengthy discussion of that issue’s existence during
the workshop and instead prompt peers to provide
suggestions. The instructor can give some pointed advice,
or possibly reassurance, based on the writer’s concerns
that, without being psychic, the instructor would not
otherwise have known about. Composition scholar Jeffrey
Sommers notes that reflective pieces show teachers what
your intentions for your writing actually are, which lets us
respond to your writing accurately, rather than responding
to what we think your intentions might be (“Enlisting”
101-2). He also points out that we can know how to reduce
your anxiety about your writing appropriately (“Behind”
77). Thus, without a reflective memo, your teacher might
pass right over the very issue you have been worried about.

The Habit of Self-Reflective Writing

One of the most important functions of reflective
writing in the long run is to establish in you, the
writer, a habit of self-reflective thinking. The first
few reflective pieces you write may feel awkward
and silly and possibly painful. You might play the
teacher-pleasing game. But that’s really not what
we want (see Smith 129). Teachers don’t want
you to say certain things, we want you to think in
certain ways. Once you get the hang of it and start
to see the benefits in your writing, you’ll notice
that you’ve formed a habit of thinking reflectively
almost invisibly. And not only will it help you in
writing classes, but in any future writing projects
for biology class, say, or even further in the future,
in writing that you may do on the job, such as
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incident reports or annual reports for a business.
You’ll become a better writer. You’ll become a
better thinker. You’ll become a better learner. And
learning is what you’ll be doing for the rest of your
life. I recently painted my kitchen. It was a painful
experience. I had a four-day weekend and thought
I could clean, prep, and paint the kitchen, breakfast
nook, and hallway to the garage in just four days,
not to mention painting the trim and doors white.
I pushed myself to the limit of endurance. And
when I finished the wall color (not even touching
the trim), I didn’t like it. The experience was
devastating. A very similar thing had happened
three years before when I painted my home office
a color I now call “baby poop.” My home office is
still “baby poop” because I got so frustrated I just
gave up. Now, the kitchen was even worse. It was
such a light green it looked like liver failure and
didn’t go with the tile on the floor. Plus, it showed
brush marks and other flaws. What the heck?

But unlike three years ago, when I had given up, I decided
to apply reflective practices to the situation. I decided to
see it as time for revision-type thinking. Why had I wanted
green to begin with? (Because I didn’t want blue in a
kitchen. I’ve really been craving that hot dark lime color
that’s popular now. So yes, I still want it to be green.)
Why hadn’t I chosen a darker green? (Because I have the
darker, hotter color into the room with accessories. The
lighter green has a more neutral effect that I shouldn’t
get sick of after six months. Perhaps I’ll get used to it,
especially when I get around to painting the trim white.)
What caused the brush strokes? (I asked an expert. Two
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factors: using satin finish rather than eggshell, and using
a cheap paintbrush for cut-in-areas.) How can they be
fixed? (Most of the brush strokes are just in the
cut-in areas and so they can be redone quickly
with a better quality brush. That is, if I decide to
keep this light green color.) Is the fact that the
trim is still cream-colored rather than white part
of the problem? (Oh, yes. Fix that first and the
other problems might diminish.) What can I learn
about timing for my next paint project? (That the
cleaning and prep work take much longer than you
think, and that you will need two coats, plus drying
time. And so what if you didn’t finish it in four
days? Relax! Allow more time next time.) Am I
really worried about what my mother will say?
(No, because I'm the one who has to look at it
every day.) So the solution? Step one is to paint the
trim first and then re-evaluate. Using a method of
reflection to think back over my “draft” gives me
a method for proceeding with “revision.” At the
risk of sounding like a pop song, when you stop to
think it through, you’ll know what to do.

Revision isn’t just in writing. These methods can be
applied any time you are working on a project—of any
kind—or have to make decisions about something.
Establishing the habit of reflective thinking will have far-
reaching benefits in your education, your career, and your
life. It’s an essential key to success for the life-long learner.

Important Concepts
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initial drafts

higher-order concerns (HOCs)
lower-order concerns (LOCs)
composing processes

writing teachers

self-reflective thinking

revision-type thinking
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6.2 Matters of Grammar, Mechanics,
and Style

Article links:

“Style” provided by Writing Commons

Learning Objectives

 Discuss components of style in writing.

» Explore the use of voice, sentence structure,
point of view, grammar, and punctuation in
writing.
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' _.-<" Not what you write but how you write. |
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“Technical”

A YouTube element has been excluded from this version of
the text. You can view it online here:
https://composingourselvesandourworld.pressbooks.com/

?’p=224

Style

Although characterized as a “local concern,” style is an
incredibly important aspect of writing. In this section, you
will learn how to craft engaging, dynamic prose and how
to best communicate your information and purpose as a
writer. This section includes links to information on

Writing Commons.


https://composingourselvesandourworld.pressbooks.com/?p=224#pb-interactive-content
https://composingourselvesandourworld.pressbooks.com/?p=224#pb-interactive-content
https://writingcommons.org/style-2
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Voice

Learn how to negotiate between formal academic writing
and conversational prose by maintaining an academic tone
while staying true to your own voice in Making Sure Your
Voice is Present.

Sentence Structure

Reusing the same sentence pattern in your writing makes
for monotonous reading. Learn to engage your readers by
experimenting with different sentence patterns in Select an
Appropriate Sentence Pattern. Then focus on individual
sentences with the Sentence-Level Exercise.

Active Voice

Whereas writers in the sciences tend to use passive voice
in research reports, writers in other fields such as the
humanities emphasize the importance of active voice.
Learn to revise sentences to make them active and more
engaging in Use the Active Voice. Another key to crafting

engaging prose is to maintain a high verb-to-noun ratio.

Point of View

Different genres call for different points of view. Most
students assume that academic papers should be written
in the third person, but the first person has become
increasingly accepted in more formal genres. Learn when
the first person is an appropriate choice and how to
successfully use first-person pronouns in Use the First


https://writingcommons.org/making-sure-your-voice-is-present
https://writingcommons.org/making-sure-your-voice-is-present
https://writingcommons.org/making-sure-your-voice-is-present
https://writingcommons.org/chapters/style/sentence-structure
https://writingcommons.org/select-an-appropriate-sentence-pattern
https://writingcommons.org/select-an-appropriate-sentence-pattern
https://writingcommons.org/sentence-level-exercise
https://writingcommons.org/use-active-voice
https://writingcommons.org/use-active-voice
https://writingcommons.org/maintain-a-high-verb-to-noun-ratio
https://writingcommons.org/chapters/style/point-of-view
https://writingcommons.org/general-guidelines-for-using-the-first-person
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Person, The First Person, and Using the First Person in
Academic Writing: When is It Okay? To better understand
why second-person pronouns should not be used in

academic writing, read Understanding Second Person
Point of View: Wizard Activity.

Descrioti

When detailing their own ideas or the ideas of other
scholars, successful writers communicate information in a
clear and concrete manner. Learn how to craft concrete
sentences in Avoid Vagueness and how to write clear,
concise sentences in Write with Clarity. When appropriate,
writers include figurative language in their texts. Learn
why they do this and how to successfully employ figurative
language in Incorporate Figurative Language into Your

Paper.

Grammar

Being able to identify and address grammatical mistakes
is important because those errors can not only make your
draft appear sloppy, but they can also change the meaning
of your sentences and confuse your reader. Enhance your
understanding ~ of = grammatical  principles by
reading Subject-Verb Agreement, Subject-Pronoun
Agreement, and Avoid Vague Pronoun References.

Punctuation
Learn how to use proper punctuation.

Below is a summary of how to punctuate different sentence
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https://writingcommons.org/chapters/style/description
https://writingcommons.org/avoid-vagueness
https://writingcommons.org/write-with-clarity
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https://writingcommons.org/subject-pronoun-agreement
https://writingcommons.org/subject-pronoun-agreement
https://writingcommons.org/avoid-vague-pronoun-references
https://writingcommons.org/chapters/style/sentence-level-mechanics/punctuation
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patterns and how to analyze the likely effect of different
syntactical forms on readers’ comprehension.

* Commas: Understand conventions for using
commas and appreciate the likely effects of
particular sentence lengths and patterns on
reading comprehension.

» Dashes: Create emphasis and define terms by
interrupting the flow of a sentence using a dash;
know when the dash must be used as opposed to
the comma.

» Colons: Use the colon when the first sentence
anticipates the second sentence or phrase,
thereby creating an emphatic tone.

» Semicolons: Use a semicolon to join two
sentences or to punctuate a series or list of
appositives that already include commas.

Key Terms

style
commas
dashes
colons

semicolons
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6.3 The Reader’s Role

Article Links:

“In-class Peer Review” by Joe Moxley and provided by
Writing Commons

“Reflect on What You’ve Learned” provided by Writing
Commons

“Navigate Reader Suggestions Wisely” provided by
Writing Commons

“Reflect on Your Writing by Joe Moxley” and provided by
Writing Commons

Chapter Preview

+ Identify the value of the peer review process.

+ Discuss the reflection process after a peer
review.
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;@g Importance of Audience

l/\/E

A YouTube element has been excluded from this version of
the text. You can view it online here:
https://composingourselvesandourworld.pressbooks.com/

?p=226

In-class Peer Review

provided by Writing Commons

So there is this student who has just written a draft for
one of the projects assigned to him in his composition
class. He is walking to class with a copy of the draft in his
hand, knowing that today the instructor has an in-class peer
review session planned, and his stomach drops.

He begins more and more to think about the prospect of his
own peers reading his work and becomes anxious. He starts
thinking that perhaps today is the perfect time to take one


https://composingourselvesandourworld.pressbooks.com/?p=226#pb-interactive-content
https://composingourselvesandourworld.pressbooks.com/?p=226#pb-interactive-content

Composing Ourselves 349

of those “free” days that each student gets for absences. He
thinks, This isn’t a “real” class, anyway—I’m not going to
miss anything . . . . Why is my instructor making me share
my writing with people I just met a few weeks ago? Is she
trying to ruin my life? This is going to be so awkward.
I mean, this draft isn’t even meant to be read yet! I only
spent an hour or so on it, and the ink is not even dry yet . .
.. Isn’t writing supposed to be a solitary activity, anyways,
where strange and artistic people lock themselves up in a
dark room or sit under a tree somewhere? Why do people
need to read my writing in front of me, judging me and
thinking I’'m dumb!? I don’t care what they think—having
my instructor read my drafts is punishment enough. Ugh.

Meanwhile, already inside the classroom is another
student, also with a draft in hand, patiently awaiting for the
class and more specifically the in-class peer review session
to begin. He has been waiting for this day, this glorious
day, where he can finally show his peers what a great
writer he thinks he is. He too does not fully understand the
purpose of in-class peer review, but he is not anxious like
his classmate above. He is excited and thinks, Man, I don’t
belong here. I'm a great writer—I’ve been told so by so
many people! What a waste of time this will be for me. I
mean, I’'m pumped to show these people how good of a
writer I am, but this peer review actually cannot improve
my writing. These people are lower writers than I am. I’ve
seen their discussion board posts. What can they possibly
have to tell me about my writing that will improve it? I
mean, please.

Are these two students caricatures? Maybe. But they
represent the extremes, and perhaps more importantly, they
represent the fact that each and every student comes to
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in-class peer review sessions with entirely different
perspectives and experiences. Sharing your writing online
is much different than sharing your writing in face-to-
face settings. There are so many more social factors that
are involved when you are physically present. There are
feelings that might get hurt, people that might not get
along, and moments of sharing feedback that might get
awkward. Yet all of these factors must be put aside, in
whichever way you see fit, because the purpose of in-class
peer review is not to make friends, get embarrassed, or feel
punished—it is to improve your writing and the writing of
your peers. So whether or not you identify more with the
anxious student or the confident student, it really does not
matter. Neither of them share the proper approach to in-
class peer review as a time when meaningful collaboration
happens. As such, and because other sections in this reader
give you specific questions to answer about your peers’
writing and also convince you about the importance and
effectiveness of collaboration in the writing process, the
remainder of this section focuses on how you can begin to
attain a proper approach to this strange activity called in-
class peer review.

Paradigm Shift: Mustard Face

Let’s begin with a deep, philosophical question: If the
person sitting next to you in class has leftover mustard on
his face from your lunch at Subway together, would you
tell him? Although you might want to know more specifics
about the situation (i.e., Am I his friend? What type of
person is he?), ultimately it comes down to a negotiation
between what is good for the person and what is awkward
for you. Some people would not hesitate to inform their
peer about the mustard, convincing themselves that a little
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embarrassment now is better than continued
embarrassment for that person throughout the day. Other
people would avoid this situation entirely and perhaps
would even convince themselves that if that person really
cared about how they looked, he would have seen the
mustard by now. To what extent do we as people have
a responsibility to overcome awkward situations for the
betterment of other people’s circumstances?

In the writing classroom, you will be faced with similar
situations all the time. Except in this setting, the mustard
is a thesis and the face is a draft of a project. Regardless
of whether or not you have social anxieties, know the
person well, or find yourself slowly falling in love with
the classmate sitting next to you, as an academic writer
gaining authority in an academic context you have the
responsibility to provide critical feedback to the fellow
writers in your class. This is difficult to do in face-to-
face settings, but it gets much easier as you progressively
begin to think of in-class peer review as something that is
expected of you as a growing writer. The acts of informing
your classmate that you think his introduction is too vague
or the conclusion ends abruptly are not acts of attack but
acts of care. They are not acts of pretentiousness or of
snobbishness but acts of collaboration and genuine
concern.

If you are a person who would not tell your classmate that
he has mustard on his face, then to be consistent you should
be entirely comfortable knowing that for the rest of the day
hundreds of people will see this person with mustard on his
face and that, in fact, it might be your fault that the student
is now infamously known as “mustard face.” Joking aside,
what you tell someone about his or her writing might be
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awkward and uncomfortable, but at the same time it has the
potential to really help that writer’s reputation in the future.

This is (Not) Personal: Feedback Sandwiches

Now, of course, just as there are proper ways to tell
someone he has mustard on his face, so too are there proper
ways to tell someone that her thesis is lacking focus. When
you are asked to answer a question about your peers’ work
(such as, “Is the writer’s thesis focused?”), which of the
following two ways do you think would be more beneficial
for the purposes of in-class peer review? Circle only one.

* “Hmmmm. .. yep, just what I thought—your
thesis is really vague, just like Professor Kessel
said we shouldn’t do it. I thought he made that
pretty clear. You should definitely re-write it
because it seems like a pretty dumb thing to do.
If I were you, I would definitely not want to
come across that way.”

» “Mikhail, I really like how the introduction
leads into the thesis, explaining the topic in
detail before getting to the argument. About the
thesis, though, I would consider making the
argument more clear, because I am having a
hard time nailing down exactly what the thesis
is trying to say. Maybe being more specific
about which side the paper is taking would help
me understand it better. But keep the word
‘vociferous’ in the description of English
majors. Good word use there.”
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Okay. So the more appropriate choice might be rather
obvious, but it is important to know why.

+ The first thing that should stick out to you is the
tone of the people speaking. Speaker 1’s tone is
almost dismissive, speaking to her peer as
though the mistake she made is the most
obvious thing in the world. Speaker 2’s tone is
more supportive because she places herself not
as someone who knows everything but as
someone who is there to help the writer work
through some issues in her writing.

» Secondly, Speaker 1 frames her response almost
as a personal attack. She uses “you” and “your”
throughout her response and even at one point
claims that having a vague thesis is a “pretty
dumb thing to do.” This speaker shows little
attentiveness to the feelings of the writer and
comes across as rather aggressive in her
feedback. It would be easy for the writer to take
what she said very personally, which is not
something that we want. As a way to avoid this,
consider providing feedback in the manner in
which Speaker 2 does. In her response, she does
not provide feedback with “you” statements but
rather speaks of the paper as something separate
from the person (i.e., she calls it “the thesis,”
and not “your thesis”). Sometimes this can be a
helpful way to learn how to give productive
feedback in a way that makes the writer take
your concerns less personally.

Again, not taking things personally is easier said than done.
Even if we all speak of our writing as separate entities from
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ourselves, at the end of the day you are going to leave class
(hopefully) with a paper that is covered in feedback that
articulates room for improvement in your writing. Speaker
2 seems to acknowledge this point by responding to her
peer in the form of a “feedback sandwich”: keep, fix, keep.
She places her “fix this” feedback (thesis) in between two
very positive statements about her peer’s writing
(introduction and word choice). Not only is this useful for
the reader in finding positive things about the paper, it is
also very useful in keeping the writer’s confidence high at
a time when it is particularly vulnerable.

All In This Together

This portion, which is really short and to the point, is aimed
solely at trying to calm your nerves: Try and take some
solace in the fact that at the exact same time that you
are worrying about having your writing judged, assessed,
torn apart, or ridiculed, there are about twenty-something
other students in your classroom that are more than likely
thinking the exact same thing. Everybody on campus,
regardless of what field, discipline, or area her or she is
studying, must have his or her writing read at one point
or another at various stages in the writing process. The
quicker you become comfortable with and realize the
benefits of peer review, the better off you will be in your
academic and non-academic lives. The more comfortable
and open you are with peer review (whether it’s in FYC
or not), the more feedback you will receive; the more
feedback you receive, the better your product gets.
Acknowledge this fact. Live it. Get used to it.
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Return of Mustard Face: Listen To Your Peers

Of course, none of this work to become successful
contributors to in-class peer review means anything if the
person receiving the feedback does not take into account
what their peers are saying. Whether or not you believe you
can learn and improve your writing from peer feedback,
the fact of the matter is that a significant chunk of time in
this class is devoted to peer review so you might as well
fully invest into the time you have to share your writing.
Think about “mustard face.” Think about the risk he would
have been taking if he chose to ignore the feedback of his
peer—the job interview later that day, that run-in with his
crush, that time spent chatting during his professor’s office
hours. All instances of negative future encounters could
have been avoided if only he listened to his peer. Sigh.

Now, it is not expected that you change every last detail
that your peers suggest that you change; but, it is expected
that you at least take into consideration every last detail
your peers suggest that you change. Your peers are your
readers, and as such, every thing they say means
something. Every single word they utter to you about your
writing means that at some point their brain was thinking
about your writing. This is valuable. Period. Whether you
think it is or not. And you need to acknowledge that the fact
that having a group of peers willing to give you feedback
on a piece of writing that is a high percentage of your grade
is not an inexhaustible commodity. Take advantage of this
resource while you can, and do yourself a favor by listening
carefully, critically, and compassionately to the words of
others as they pertain to your own writing.

We all have mustard on our face. What separates
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committed from careless writers is whether or not we
choose to acknowledge the mustard and thank our friends
for pointing it out.

N

Reflect on What You’ve Learned

provided by Writing Commons

Instructions: once you receive feedback from readers, take
a moment to reflect on the nature of any problems your
readers identified with your work.

1. Time Management: (for additional
information, see Managing)

o Did you manage your time well? What
can you do to improve your time
management?

2. Purpeose: (for additional information, see
Consider Your Purpose)

> Were you able to stay focused on one
topic or did your work wander? How
well are you following instructions?

3. Audience: (for additional information, see
Consider Your Audience)

o Did you provide the examples your
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audience needed?

4. Persona or Tone: (for additional information,
see Voice, Tone, and Persona)

o What did you readers think of your
tone and persona?

5. Collaborating, Revising, and Editing: (for
additional information, see Collaborating,
Revising, and Editing)

o Did your peers evaluate a draft of your
document? If so, did their responses
help you in a meaningful way?

6. Editing: Did you consistently violate any rules
of standard English? (See Grammar Resources
for problems with standard English.) What
grammar and punctuation rules or principles are
you having difficulties with?

N

Navigate Reader Suggestions Wisely

provided by Writing Commons
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Develop a “thick skin” and learn how to distinguish
between useful and useless criticism.

Responding to your own or someone else’s writing is a
complex, subjective process. Evaluating your work, your
peers’ work, and published writing can be extraordinarily
difficult. Unlike a math question that has a single correct
answer, the criteria for excellence in writing vary according
to your communication situation.

What constitutes excellence depends in large part on the
writer’s audience, purpose, voice, and media. For example,
you would use different standards to judge the success of
an editorial on the plight of the homeless, a love letter, or
a final exam essay for a course on economic theory. Plus,
sometimes a document has many problems and you need
to be careful that you prioritize your critique, emphasizing
major problems with logic and content development, for
example, rather than sentence-level issues.

Because the criteria that readers will use to evaluate your
work shift according to changes in your communication
situation, no ideal standards of excellence can be defined.
As a result, your instructors cannot provide you with prose
models or formulas that will help you write in all
situations. There are no perfect essays that you can mimic.

The Subjective Nature of Reading and Interpreting

The process of evaluating manuscripts is doubly
complicated by the subjective nature of reading and
interpretation. As you have probably noticed when you
share your work with teachers and friends, different readers
often draw conflicting conclusions about a text’s purpose
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or quality. (Editors of professional journals and magazines
often ask three critics to examine a manuscript for
publication because they need a third vote to break the
tie.) For example, a reader who likes the persona that you
project in your prose and who agrees with your opinion on
the subject may look for the best in your papers, whereas
a reader who disagrees with your thesis or who finds your
tone in an essay to be pedantic or condescending may
be more inclined to note places where you have failed
to provide sufficient evidence. If your ideas are based on
theories that your readers hold as self-evident truths, then
those readers are likely to think of you as remarkably
commonsensical. In turn, readers who have a different
theoretical base may be more inclined to dismiss you and
your work as misguided.

Regardless of whether they use the input of others before
writing, all serious writers share their drafts and completed
products with critics. For most writers, accepting criticism
is a way of life. Seasoned writers learn to appreciate tough
criticism because they know a thorough evaluation means
that they are being treated with professional respect.

At first, you may find it painful to receive criticisms of
your manuscripts from your peers or instructor, but with
practice you will learn what every writer knows: You can
develop more original ideas and produce more effective
documents by sharing your work with others. With
practice, you will learn not to be emotionally distressed
by what may seem to be unkind remarks. Remember that
constructive criticism is not a personal attack even though
it may seem that way when you first hear it. Instead of
immediately dismissing people’s suggestions or trying to
argue with them, thank your readers for being honest and
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conscientious enough to seriously evaluate your work.
With even more practice, you will learn to respond to and
benefit from tough criticism.

Of course, sometimes you will need to reject a reviewer’s
comments. Though well intended, some people just miss
the mark when reviewing your work, and others are so
overly critical that you are too overwhelmed and defensive
to consider their comments seriously. While you should
always contemplate the advice of your critics, you need not
agree with all of their comments.

N

Reflect on Your Writing
by Joe Moxley and provided by Writing Commons

Learn how to use self-reflection and responses from
readers to improve your writing.

Historians and philosophers are fond of saying that those
who do not learn from history are doomed to repeat it. This
observation is equally valid in regard to your development
as a writer. Rather than putting yourself down for making
errors, remember that you are in school to learn. Focus on
the most important shortcomings your readers find in your
texts and then work to overcome these problems in the
future.



Composing Ourselves 361

The Element of Reflection

Reflecting involves examining how you compose and
questioning whether you can overcome obstacles to
research and writing by experimenting with new
composing strategies. Reflecting involves incorporating
feedback from critics. Reflecting involves considering how
you can apply what you read about writing to your own
composing processes.

The final writing activity for many people involves
submitting their work to clients, co-workers, or
supervisors. For students, primary audiences tend to be
instructors or other students. Whether you’re writing for an
instructor or a client, criticism can often be painful, so it
is understandable that many of us try to avoid hearing or
thinking much about our critics’ comments. Nevertheless,
your growth as a writer is largely dependent on your ability
to learn from past mistakes and to improve drafts in
response to readers’ comments.

/'_"‘5\_.’;'
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reflecting
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7.1 Composing in Digital Spaces: Things
To Consider

Article links:

“Writing Spaces Web Writing Style Guide” provided by
Writing Spaces

Chapter Preview

» Compare writing for publications to writing for
the virtual world.

* Identify the web tools and features that enhance
writing for the web.
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A YouTube element has been excluded from this version of
the text. You can view it online here:
https://composingourselvesandourworld.pressbooks.com/

?p=230

Writing Spaces Web Writing Style Guide

provided by Writing Spaces

Introduction
Who is this style guide for?
You!

Well, to be more specific, it’s for anyone interested in
learning more about web writing. It’s not intended to be
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a general book about writing—we’re focused here on the
type of writing people do in social media sites such as
blogs, wikis, Twitter, and more. We also have a section
about the issues you face when you create web pages,
whether on your blog, your wiki, or your own website.
We’re tailoring it for college students, so we’re not using
terms like “deconstruction” or “hybrid narrative” here. Nor
will we tell you much about how to do things with
software. Our focus is on the rhetoric of writing on the
web—how to write things that people will actually want to
read. We had fun writing this, and we hope you’ll have fun
reading it. Enjoy!

| Know How to Write Papers. Does Any of That Stuff
Apply Online?

Oh, my God! Are all my English and composition classes
now worthless?

Yup. Prepare to un-learn everything you know about
writing.

Not! LOL!

Contrary to doomsayers and web-critical pundits, most
people who read things online still appreciate good writing
and editing. Although we often hear scary predictions
about the dumbing down of our culture by texting and
“internet speak,” there will always be a demand for skilled
writers who clearly communicate their thoughts. Beyond
that, even if you’re just sending short text messages, the
rhetorical concepts you learned in college will help you
craft better messages, communicate more effectively, and
be more persuasive. Finally, people will take you more
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seriously, even on public message boards, if you write
with good syntax, present clear ideas, and take care to
acknowledge your sources of information.

Let’s take a look at how writing for the Web compares to
writing for print.

What's the Same When Writing for the Web?

Coherence, organization, grammar, mechanics,
punctuation, and spelling. Just like any game you play,
these are the rules by which you are expected to play.
Although people might tell you that nobody cares about
this stuff online, unless you’re talking to your closest
friends and family, your audience will expect or at least
appreciate it if you put some effort into your writing.

Think of it this way: it takes time for someone to read
what you write. Why not respect your readers’ time and
intelligence by making sure your text is clear and free of
obvious errors? You will look smarter, worth taking
seriously. It’s your ethos, (your English teacher/
professor might have told you about this), the way you
come across to your reader, the face you put forward to the
virtual world. Better good than bad. Better thoughtful than
thoughtless.

If readers know that you respect their time and attention,
they’ll be a lot more likely to read your stuff carefully and
respond to it. Don’t waste their time, and they’ll be more
likely to give it to you.
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Writing for the Web: What'’s Different?

When writing for the web, focus on the things that the web
does better than print:

Use links to direct readers to related articles, background
information, and the source of your information. Why
settle for including only a small quotation when you can
send your readers to the entire article? Clicking a link is a
lot easier than driving down to the library to find the book
or article in question. You can also use internal links, which
make it easier to move through a single document or
connect to other pages within your website. Google Docs,
for instance, has a table of contents feature that will link
together all the parts of your doc. If you have a blog, you
can link to earlier posts that are relevant to what you’re
talking about.

Writing for the web means thinking about all of the
different contexts in which your stuff can be found. That’s
why it’s important to 4 Web Writing Style Guide always
title your work. In addition, once people arrive at your
pages, you have broken big chunks of text into smaller
sections, with section headings, so they can find what they
want quickly. Anything that takes longer than 10 minutes
for the average person to read should be broken up into
multiple posts or sections. Instead of thinking in terms of
articles or essays, try to think more about paragraphs
(blogs) and sentences (tweets).

Writing for the web also means that you are part of an
information ecology. Other people may find your writing
through a search engine or an RSS feed. They can easily
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search your text for keywords or zip
instantly to a chapter or section.

Writing for the web also has built-in community
features—it’s a lot faster and easier to get feedback from
your readers and have discussions about your texts when
you put them online. Communities are what make writing
for the web so much fun! Before, authors had to wait
weeks, if not months (or even years!), to get feedback on
their work. By that time it was old news. Now writers can
post a blog and get comments in only a few hours or less.
Interacting with your audience will help you tailor your
writing style and topics to better suit them, so pay attention
to what they say.

Writing for the web also means writing with media. You
can include color, images, and videos with your texts. You
can include animation and sound. You can write with the
white space around words and play with designs to better
show off your stuff. You are no longer turning in grey
pages of text to a professor; you are writing to a
real audience, and you need to use all the tools available to
connect with that audience and show them that you share
their values.

In addition, the web is no longer accessed only on desktop
computers and laptops. Visitors to your site may be using
a mobile phone’s smaller screen, which means they will
have different needs than readers using a full-size monitor.
Conversely, Internet TVs are becoming more common, and
before long, many people will use iPads or Android tablets
as their primary device for reading the web. With
such variety in screen sizes and resolution, the challenge
becomes making sure your content looks good across
multiple web browsers, platforms, and devices. Since you
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can’t be sure how people will access your stuff, keep the
design elements simple so that browsers can accommodate
it.

Access the “Writing Spaces Web Writing Style Guide”
PDF. (URL: https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/cgi/
viewcontent.cgi?article=1005&context=books)

Access the “Writing Spaces Web Writing Style Guide”

website. (URL: https://open.umn.edu/opentextbooks/
textbooks/writing-spaces-web-writing-style-guide)

N
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8.1 ePortfolio

Article links:

“Electronic Portfolio” provided by Wikipedia

“Building a Blackboard Portfolio” website provided by
Elizabeth Burrows

Chapter Preview

* Define the purpose an ePortfolio.

+ List the types of artifacts an ePortfolio can
contain.

373
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A YouTube element has been excluded from this version of
the text. You can view it online here:
https://composingourselvesandourworld.pressbooks.com/
?p=1316

Electronic Portfolio

provided by Wikipedia

An electronic portfolio (e-portfolio) is an electronic
collection of selected work that you’ve completed. The
purpose of compiling this e-portfolio is to showcase
your performance and progress as a student writer in a
productive way that help you reflect on what you’ve
learned and how you can take that learning beyond the
course.

An ePortfolio may include input text, electronic files,
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images, multimedia, blog entries,  and hyperlinks.  E-
portfolios are both demonstrations of the user’s abilities
and platforms for self-expression. If they are online, users
can maintain them dynamically over time.

One can regard an e-portfolio as a type of learning record
that provides actual evidence of achievement. Learning
records are closely related to the learning plan, an
emerging tool which individuals, teams, communities of
interest, and organizations use to manage learning. To the
extent that a personal learning environment captures and
displays a learning record, it may also operate as an
electronic portfolio.

E-portfolios, like traditional portfolios, can facilitate
students’ reflection on their own learning, leading to more
awareness of learning strategies and needs.[2! Comparative
research by M. van Wesel and A. Prop between paper-
based portfolios and electronic portfolios in the same
setting tentatively suggests that use of an electronic
portfolio may lead to better learning outcomes.!

For English ePortfolios we focus on writing. Composing,
genre, rhetorical situation, and audience all play an
important role in crafting a successful portfolio.

There are three main types of e-portfolios, although they
may be referred to using different terms:

* developmental (e.g., working)
* assessment

» showcase

A developmental e-portfolio can show the advancement


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Multimedia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Blog
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hyperlink
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Learning_plan
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Community_of_interest
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Community_of_interest
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Personal_learning_environment
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Career_portfolio
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Electronic_portfolio#cite_note-2
https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Maarten_van_Wesel&action=edit&redlink=1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Learning_outcomes
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Electronic_portfolio#cite_note-3

376 Elizabeth Burrows, Angela Fowler, Heath Fowler, and Amy
Locklear

of skill over a period of time. The main purpose is to
provide an avenue for communication between student and
instructor. An assessment portfolio will demonstrate skill
and competence in a particular domain or area. A showcase
portfolio highlights stellar work in a specific area, it is
typically shown to potential employers to gain
employment. When it is used for job application it is
sometimes called career portfolio. Most e-portfolios are a
mix of the three main typesthree main types of portfolios,
development, assessment, and showcase, to create a hybrid
portfolio.

N

Building a Blackboard Portfolio website by Elizabeth
Burrows

» Building a Portfolio page

» Helpful Videos page
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personal learning environment
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assessment portfolio

showcase portfolio

career portfolio

hybrid portfolio
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9.1 The Literacy
Narrative Assignment
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9.1 The Literacy Narrative Assignment

“Literacy Narrative” by the authors

“Reflective Writing Prompts: Narrative

Assignment” by the authors

Chapter Preview

* Describe the components of a narrative essay.
* Identify a focus for writing projects.

* Discuss a discourse community.

/'"\-_,.J
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A YouTube element has been excluded from this version of
the text. You can view it online here:
https://composingourselvesandourworld.pressbooks.com/

Pp=242

Literacy Narrative

by the authors

This section discusses an “I-centered” essay: a literacy
(or literacies) narrative. The traditional literacy narrative
essay is an account of a situation that helped you develop
as a writer or a reader. (For example, how the actions of
a parent or teacher; a particular location or object; or a
formative experience had a significant effect on how you
feel about reading and/or writing today.) However, there
are actually multiple forms of literacy (multi-literacies),
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not just reading and writing alphabetic texts. So, depending
on the specific guidelines provided by your teacher, this
assignment might broaden the definition of literacy to
consider experiences that somehow play a role in defining
your identity (or membership) within a discourse
community (loosely defined as a group of people with
shared goals who use communication to achieve
those goals).

As you choose your subject, look for some experience that
helped you develop or discover a literacy, some ability or
process that has produced growth in some significant-to-
you learning process that gave you a greater understanding
of yourself as an individual.

One of the goals of this essay is to develop composing
strategies that will help you best communicate to your
readers the “how and why” of a significant literacy
experience (good or not-so-good). As important,
you should develop your reflection abilities by considering
and explaining some new understanding, meaning, or
insight that might help your audience understand why this
is so significant to you.

Important Concepts

literacy narrative
discourse community
composing strategies

reflection abilities
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Reflective Writing Prompts

Reflective Writing Prompt: Narrative Assignment

Write a short 500-600 word response reflecting on the
choices you made crafting a writing assignment that you
just completed, why you made them, and what kind of
effect you hope they will have. Try to connect your
reflection to the key terms mentioned in this section.

» What did you learn in doing this writing project
about writing itself?

» What ideas from this textbook have you found
particularly useful in developing your
understanding of writing?

* What creative element(s) did you include to try
to make the topic interesting or memorable?
How effective do you think you were on this
point?

 Support your answer with examples from both
this textbook and the last writing assignment
you completed.

Licenses and Attributions
CC LICENSED CONTENT, ORIGINAL
Composing Ourselves and Our World, Provided by:
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the authors. License: Attribution 4.0 International

(CCBY 4.0)
MULTIMEDIA CONTENT INCLUDED

* Video 1: What is Narrative Writing by
H Omr. License: Standard YouTube
License.
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Chapter 10: Analysis and Evaluation

10.1 The Analysis
and Evaluation

Assignment
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10.1 The Analysis and Evaluation
Assignment

Article links:

“Analysis/Evaluation” provided by the authors

“Reflective  Writing Prompt: Analysis and Evaluation

Assignment” by the authors

Chapter Preview

» Explain the components of an analysis and
evaluation essay.

» Recognize reasons to engage in evaluative
writing.

386
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A YouTube element has been excluded from this version of
the text. You can view it online here:
https://composingourselvesandourworld.pressbooks.com/

?p=622

Analysis/Evaluation

provided by the authors

Evaluative writing is a specific genre that analyzes a
subject in order to make and support a “judgment call,”
a judgment that is based on specific, clear criteria. That
judgment — which is your reasoned opinion — becomes
the heart of the essay’s thesis, clearly stating whether the
subject is successful or not based on how it meets
established criteria.

You might engage in this type of writing in order to analyze
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and evaluate the effectiveness of one item or as a way
of comparing two or more similar items in order to make
a decision: which is more effective, which does a better
job? To fully answer those questions requires practicing
close reading to understand the text’s rhetorical
situation (audience, purpose, genre) using analysis to
select criteria (or standards) to form a judgment
(evaluation). That judgment must be supported by specific
details drawn from the subjects, and thoroughly explained
to justify your conclusion.

Important Concepts

evaluative writing

rhetorical situation

Reflective Writing Prompt

Analysis and Evaluation Assignment

Write a short 500-600 word response reflecting on the
choices you made crafting a writing assignment that
you just completed, why you made them, and what
kind of effect you hope they will have. Try to connect
your reflection to the key terms mentioned in this text.

How did this project add to your understanding of the
concepts of audience and
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genre? (can be modified to be about other terms/
concepts)?

How does this new knowledge about writing connect
to what you already knew

about writing? How do you want this knowledge to
apply to the next writing

project?

Support your answer with examples from both the text
and the completed
assignment.

Licenses and Attributions
CC LICENSED CONTENT, ORIGINAL

Composing Ourselves and Our World, Provided by:
the authors. License: Attribution 4.0 International

(CCBY 4.0)
MULTIMEDIA CONTENT INCLUDED

» Video 1: Analysis and Evaluation Essay
Tactics by Kris
Baranovic. License: Standard YouTube
License.
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Chapter 11: Argument

11.1 The Argument
Assignment
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11.1 The Argument Assignment

Article links:

“Argument” provided by the authors

“Handout: How to Make an Effective Argument” provided
by Lumen Learning

“Reflective Writing Prompt: Argument Assignment” by

the authors

Chapter Preview

» Explain the five-part structure of an argument
essay.

* Recognize key questions for developing an
argument essay.

N
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Main Question:
Argument

What if you don't know HOW to
respond to the best objections?

Answer:

Maybe you should reconsider your
position, or at least suspend
judgment on it

A YouTube element has been excluded from this version of
the text. You can view it online here:
https://composingourselvesandourworld.pressbooks.com/
?p=624

Argument

provided by the authors

Now that you have learned and practiced with rhetorical
tools to analyze and evaluate arguments, you are now ready
to create your own argument about a topic. Note that this
will not be a “formal” researched argument — that’s the
realm of English Composition II. However, this project
will prepare you by asking you to analyze your own views
on an issue, then craft an argument that might sway an
audience on that issue.
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The purpose of this assignment is for you to reflect on
and apply your newly gained understanding of composing
strategies, genre, audience, and rhetorical situation to
create an argument for a public source. Crafting an
argument in this way prepares you to write an argument in
any context, not just academic. This is not a research essay
— you will be using your own knowledge, observations, and
experiences.

Aside from reflecting carefully on your own stance within
the argument, you will need to reflect back on the rhetorical
tools we have been cultivating, to create an audience-
centered argument. As you compose, you will need to
continually consider how you can best persuade your
audience to consider (or perhaps even agree with) your
views.

N

Handout: How to Make an Effective
Argument

provided by Lumen Learning

Think through the issue.

* What’s the problem?
* Who’s involved?

* What’s at stake for the people involved?
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Have other people examined the problem? What
solutions have they come up with?

Are those solutions valid or not in the situation
you are involved in? Why or why not? Are you
taking an objective (arm’s length) view of the
problem or are you taking it personally and
subjectively?

Think about what life would be like for you and the
people involved in this problem if it didn’t exist.

What do you think could and should be done to
solve the problem?

Who else has worked to solve the

problem? Have their solutions been effective or
not? How? Why? Could you use their solutions
in your own situation?

Who should you be talking to about this problem?

Reflect again on the stakeholders. Get a clear
picture of them.

How can you use the arguments that others have
made to solve the problem that you’re seeing?
What’s the good stuff from them that you can
use solve the problem?

What will those stakeholders respect? What
authorities will they listen to?

Focus on who you’re arguing with and use
sources appropriate to your audience.

What kind of credible, authoritative sources should you

use?
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 Ivy Tech Library databases: keyword search,
limit to the last five years, full-text published
articles authored by credible writers who are
knowledgeable in their field. Articles should
have references.

* Online databases: must be published in
reputable newspapers or professional journals.
Articles must be authored by credible writers
who are knowledgeable in their field. Articles
should have references.

Important Concepts

effective argument
stakeholders

authoritative sources

Reflective Writing Prompt

Argument Assignment

For this reflective assignment, you will write a letter
to yourself about your argument

paper with a particular emphasis on those key terms
and the way you think about

writing may have changed. Write this letter as though
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you are giving advice to yourself
as a writer. Your letter should be 600 — 700 words.

Your letter should include some discussion of How
your awareness and perception of your audience
contributed to your writing. (For example, did you
have a real-world audience in mind or did you have to
“imagine” an audience? How did that audience’s
possible stances, values, knowledge, etc. affect your
approach to supporting your argument?)

and

How your experiences with the previous papers this
semester affected your writing and your writing
process for this paper. (For example, what did you
bring with you from those papers that you found
helpful — or perhaps unhelpful — for this one? What
might you use or not use in the future?)

Use examples from this text and your last paper to
support your discussion of the above two points.

Licenses and Attributions
CC LICENSED CONTENT, ORIGINAL

Composing Ourselves and Our World, Provided by:
the authors. License: Attribution 4.0 International

(CCBY 4.0)
CC LICENSED CONTENT INCLUDED

This chapter contains an adaptation from English
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111 by Lumen Learning. License: Creative
Commons Attribution 4.0 License

MULTIMEDIA CONTENT INCLUDED

* Video 1: How to Write a Good
Argumentative Essay: Logical
Structure by Kevin
delLaplante. Licensed: Standard
YouTube License.
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Part Il: Research Writing
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Part Il Research Writing

The second course ina
first-year series is a writing
course that focuses on
developing academic
research writing skills that
students will utilize in
their academic and
professional contexts. The
course introduces students
to the methods, strategies, and skills required to conduct an
informed inquiry: critical reading, critical analysis,
synthesis, constructing a research-based argument, and
reflection. The course is themed, and students formulate
their research questions around that theme. Students also
learn how to evaluate academic and non-academic sources
and proper citation and documentation of sources. The
course also focuses on improving oral communication
skills to prepare students to share their research with
various audiences.

Chapter 12: Research Proposal

“Topic Exploration and Research Proposal”
provided by the authors

399
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“Effective Technical Writing in the
Information Age” provided by Penn State

“Reflective Writing Prompt: Topic Proposal”
by the authors

Chapter 13: Annotated Bibliography

“Annotated Bibliography” provided by the
authors

“Reflective Writing Prompt: Annotated
Bibliography” by the authors
Chapter 14: Research Paper and Presentation

“Creating a Rough Draft for a Research Paper’
by University of Minnesota

B

“Critical Thinking and Research Applications”
by University of Minnesota

“Reflective Writing Prompt: Research Paper &
Presentation” by the authors

“Alternative Ways to Present Your Research”
by Steven D. Krause

Chapter 15: Entering the Discourse Community

“Identifying a Conversation” by Jason
Carabelli

“What Is Research Writing?” provided by
Lumen Learning

“Why Write Research Projects” by Steven D.
Krause

“Managing Your Research Project” provided
by Lumen Learning
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“The Seven Steps of the Research Process”
provided by Lumen Learning

“Audience Awareness” provided by Lumen
Learning

“Research Writing in the Academic
Disciplines” provided by Lumen Learning

“Steps in Developing a Research Proposal”
provided by Lumen Learning

“Constructing the Thesis and
Argument—From the Ground Up” provided by
Lumen Learning

“Research and the Writing Process” provided
by Lumen Learning

“The Writing Process: How Do I Begin?”
provided by Lumen Learning

Writing for Success “Steps in Developing a
Research Proposal” by University of
Minnesota

Chapter 16: Researching: How, What, When,
Where, and Why

“Reviewing and Analyzing Your Sources”
provided by Lumen Learning

“Thinking Critically About Research” by
Steven D. Krause

“Survey Academic Research Communities” by
Joe Moxley

“Understand Opposing Research Ideologies”
by Writing Commons
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“Textual Research” provided by Writing
Commons

“Wikipedia Is Good for You!?” by James P.
Purdy

“Googlepedia: Turning Information Behaviors
into Research Skills” by Randall McClure

“Introduction to Primary Research:
Observations, Surveys, and Interviews” by
Dana Lynn Driscoll

Chapter 17: Reviewing and Analyzing Your Sources
“The Critique Exercise” by Steven D. Krause

“Reading Games: Strategies for Reading
Scholarly Source” by Karen Rosenberg

“Double-Entry Response Format” provided by
Writing Commons

CRAAP Test: “CRAAP Test” provided by
UTA Libraries

»

“Secondary Sources in Their Natural Habitats
provided by Lumen Learning

“Listening to Sources, Talking to Sources”
provided by Lumen Learning

“Understanding Bias” provided by Lumen
Learning

“Questions to Evaluate the Authority of the
Researcher’s Methods” by Joe Moxley

“Annotated Bibliographies” provided by
Lumen Learning
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“How to Write a Summary” provided by
Lumen Learning

Chapter 18: Writing the Research Paper

“Five Ways of Looking at a Thesis” provided
by Lumen Learning

“The Working Thesis Exercise” by Steven D.
Krause

“On the Other Hand: The Role of Antithetical
Writing in First Year Composition Courses” by
Steven D. Krause

“Finding the Good Argument OR Why Bother
With Logic?” by Rebecca Jones

“Incorporating Evidence into a Research
Paper” by Jennifer Janechek

“Connecting Source Material to Claims” by
Eir-Anne Edgar

“Synthesizing Your Research Findings” by
Christine Photinos

“Synthesis Notes: Working With Sources To
Create a First Draft” by Erika Szymanski

“Introduce Evidence” by Jennifer Janechek
“Analyzing Evidence” by Jennifer Janechek

“Provide Additional Support for This Point”
provided by Writing Commons

“Avoid the Use of Unsupported Opinions as
Evidence” provided by Writing Commons

“The Research Essay” by Steven D. Krause
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“Intros and Outros” provided by Lumen
Learning

“Walk, Talk, Cook, Eat: A Guide to Using
Sources” by Cynthia R. Haller

“Annoying Ways People Use Sources” by Kyle
D. Stedman

“The Antithesis Exercise” by Steven D. Krause

Chapter 19: Citing Your Sources

“Quoting, Paraphrasing, and Avoiding
Plagiarism” by Steven D. Krause

“Summarize & Paraphrase Sources” by Joe
Moxley

“When to Quote and When to Paraphrase” by
Brianna Jerman

“Tell Your Readers When You Are Citing,
Paraphrasing, or Summarizing” by Joe Moxley

“Avoid Dropped Quotations provided” by
Writing Commons

“Use Solely Your Own Words to Paraphrase”
provided by Writing Commons

“Paraphrase Accurately to Preserve the
Source’s Ideas” provided by Writing Commons

“Avoiding Plagiarism” by Jennifer Janechek

“Understand When Citations are Necessary”
by Joe Moxley

“Avoiding Plagiarism: A Checklist for Student
Writers” by Angela Eward-Mangione
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“Works Cited Page Checklist” by JM Paquette

“Citing Your Research Using MLA or APA
Style” by Steven D. Krause

Chapter 20: Revising Your Research Project

“Introduction to Polishing Your Research
Paper” provided by Lumen Learning

“Revising and Editing” provided by Lumen
Learning

Chapter 21: Planning Your Presentation
“Remediation” provided by Writing Commons

“Text-to-Visual Remediation” provided by
Writing Commons

“Text-to-Text Remediation” provided by
Writing Commons
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12. 1 The Topic
Proposal Assignment
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12. 1 The Topic Proposal Assignment

Article links:

“Topic Exploration and Research Proposal” provided by
the authors

“Effective Technical Writing in the Information Age”

provided by Penn State

“Reflective Writing Prompt: Topic Proposal” by the
authors

Chapter Preview

» Describe the process of selecting a research
topic.

* Describe the research proposal writing process.

N
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“lhiting a reseanch piepssal

A YouTube element has been excluded from this version of
the text. You can view it online here:
https://composingourselvesandourworld.pressbooks.com/

?p=1296

Topic Exploration and Research Proposal

provided by the authors

For English Composition II courses you are expected to
conduct a research project, where you explore, research,
and then create an argument about a topic of your choosing.
For this assignment, you’re going to take the first step
in exploring your topic through preliminary research and
proposing what further research you’re going to conduct.

This assignment is usually divided into two parts. The
first section is the topic exploration, in which you will


https://composingourselvesandourworld.pressbooks.com/?p=1296#pb-interactive-content
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explore the discourse community surrounding your chosen
topic. This might involve giving an overview of the topic,
discussing major advances or timely news items, or
exploring the problems and controversies within that topic.
In order to do this, you’ll need to present sources from
your informal preliminary research. In discussing these
sources, think about how the sources speak to each other,
give different viewpoints of the same topic, or show the
complexity of the discourse community attached to that
topic. The purpose of the idea exploration is 1) to show that
you’ve done your homework and 2) to give your readers
an understanding of the conversation you’re entering with
your research project.

The second part is the research proposal, where you’ll
propose what you expect to accomplish with your research
project and how you expect to conduct your research. The
purpose is to establish the exigence of your project:
questions you want to answer, the problems you want to
solve, viewpoints you want to support, etc. You may get
as specific as possible with your research plans and goals,
with the understanding that you’ll become more informed
as you conduct your formal research, and you may even
change your opinions and viewpoints.

Remember that this paper is not an essay, with an
argumentative thesis that you have to prove with evidence.
It’s also not just an informative report on the topic. Think
of it more as a reflection and exploration. When writing the
idea exploration and research proposal, you should imagine
that your audience is a group of students or scholars who
would be interested in your topic, but might not have more
than passing familiarity with it. So your purpose should be
to give a good overview of the topic. It should also be to
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tell where your research is going, and to get your audience
interested and excited about your research.

The following are important concepts that relate to the
Reflective Writing Prompt:

Exigence, “is the circumstance or condition that invites a
response”

Discourse = Community: is a social group
that communicates at least in part via written texts and
shares common goals, values, and writing standards, a
specialized vocabulary and specialized genres.”

N

Effective Technical Writing in the
Information Age

provided by Penn State

In the working world, you will often be in the position of
writing a proposal, usually to try to solve a problem or
receive approval or funding for a project. Such proposals
must be prepared to exact specifications and must strike
an artful balance between your own needs and those of
your audience. Recently, I worked closely with a professor
as she prepared a proposal for some vital funding for her
research, and her revisions during our discussion were
effective because they were completely audience-centered
and goal-oriented, even to the point that she revised
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tentative-sounding phrases into positive affirmations,
shortened paragraphs and provided more transitions so that
her sentences were easier to read and reread, and changed
certain past-tense verbs to present tense to establish a
stronger sense of immediate relevance.

Topic Proposals

In your courses, your professor may simply ask you to
write a short topic proposal for his or her approval, or you
may be asked to write an extensive proposal as a warm-up
for a term paper or lengthy writing project. The advice that
follows will help you prepare an extensive proposal.

Self-Study

For more ideas on writing research paper proposals,
try out these URLs:

“Research Paper Proposal” article from George
Mason University

“Steps to Writing a Research Paper” article from
Rio Salado College Online

Pitfalls of Proposals

When you are faced with the task of preparing a proposal
for a paper, consider your audience’s position first. Believe
me, when a professor asks you to write a proposal, what he
or she wants to do is read and understand it rapidly, give
some feedback, and then grant speedy approval to someone
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who is clearly prepared to begin writing a paper. Empty
phrases, vague detail, apparent self-absorption, cockiness,
or a lack of confidence on your part just get in the way
of all that. I once reviewed a batch of paper proposals in
which the following sentences appeared verbatim:

Another aspect in which I will ultimately show there is
some importance here is . . .

Currently I am working hard at gathering more
information and reviewing all my present information,
maps, and resources that I have etc., etc., etc.

At this point in time my proposed topic that I have
chosenis. ..

By the deadline of this paper I will have expected
myself to have gone far more into depth about this
interesting topic and would have all of the required
information.

In the nearly 90 words above, there is nothing of use to
the reader of the proposal, who wants specifics, not fluff.
Empty phrases merely waste the reader’s time and even
breed suspicion that the writer has no real specifics to
report. If you complicate what should be simple with such
bloated, undigestible, and unswallowable phrases, your
poor professor only winds up with a headache and
heartburn.

Style for Proposals

As you compose your proposal, follow these stylistic tips:
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Try out a title, seeing it as a window into your
introduction.

Include an immediately relevant introduction
that briefly and professionally sets the context.
Do not bother with such silliness as “Hi!!!
Happy to be in your class. My name is Joseph.
My social security number is . ...”

Have a premise, objective, or rationale clearly
stated. Label it as such.

Use brief, logical, concrete section headings to
orient yourself and your reader.

Take advantage of enumeration or formatting so
that your important points stand out. Consider
some sort of outline form where appropriate,
even if only for one section of the proposal.
Make it easy to scan.

Do not waste any time at all. No verbal
drumrolls.

In general, do not hesitate to use “I,” but do not
overuse it. Sound like a person, even if it means
taking a tiny stab at something that feels creative
or bold. You may strike just the right
humanizing chord and be invited to do so in
your paper as well.

Pose questions. Actively speculate. Be thinking
on the page.

Remember that a proposal is not an unbreakable
covenant, but a thoughtful plan. Be specific
about the work that you have not yet done as
well as the work that you have. For example: “I
am still speculating about how best to define the
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general characteristics of particle systems, and I
know that I need to find more information on
particle interactions, mechanics, and
processing.” Such a comment might inspire a
helpful professor to jot you a concrete note
about where to find the needed information.

Cite sources in your proposal, using the same
citation style that you will use in the paper. You
may be expected to give an annotated
bibliography, but even if not, consider giving a
sentence or so of description about your sources
to establish your credibility, show the relevance
of your initial research, and begin to spark the
thoughts that the sources will help you to
generate.

Proofread the proposal with care, just as you
should the final product.

Important Concepts

research proposal
argumentative thesis
exigence

discourse community

Reflective Writing Prompt
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Topic Proposal

In an informal memo to a specific audience (for example
your high school English teacher or other favorite teacher
from high school), write a short reflection on your first
assignment for English 1020. In your response, develop
your response to address the following questions:

Part 1: 300-400 words = How has this essay helped you
better understand the type of thinking and writing expected
in a research proposal (a genre)? In your response, address
the following questions:

1. What specific kinds of rhetorical knowledge
and writing skills did you discover and see
yourself using to accomplish this task? In
other words, what types of knowledge that
you possessed before (as a result of what you
learned in high school and/or ENGL 1010)
did you find yourself building on or refining
in some way as part of completing this
assignment?

2. As an example, describe how your
understanding of audience helped you
choose what to include or what to exclude.

Part 2: 300-400 words = Describe one way you’ll use what
you learned in this project in another class you’re taking or
in future courses that will require research and writing.
Draw upon specific details and examples from your own
assignment and explain why they are going to be useful and
adaptable to other writing contexts and discourse
communities.
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Bibliography
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13.1 The Annotated Bibliography
Assignment

Article links:

“Annotated Bibliography” provided by the authors

“Reflective Writing Prompt: Annotated Bibliography” by
the authors

Chapter Preview

» Describe the citation and annotation of an
annotated bibliography.

NG
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I
THE AKKOTATIOK:

A brief summary:

- Bssess shengihs and weaknesses k—\ﬂ

- cutline main arguments

- background info about the suthor

- relevancy o your lopic

A YouTube element has been excluded from this version of
the text. You can view it online here:
https://composingourselvesandourworld.pressbooks.com/

?p=1298

Annotated Bibliography

provided by the authors

Earlier in the text, you explored a topic that you want
to further research. in this section, you’re going to find
sources using formal scholarly research, evaluate and write
annotations for those sources, and use MLA citation to
create works cited entries.

This second major assignment for English Composition
IT courses is called an annotated bibliography. For this
assignment you’ll find a number of sources (some of which
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will be scholarly, peer-reviewed and compose works cited
entries and annotations for these sources. The purpose of
the annotated bibliography is to give a review of the most
important research you’ve found and evaluate their
worthiness to be included in your research project. Your
instructor will have specific guidelines for the number and
types of sources to be included in this assignment.

The annotations are divided into three parts: a summary,
an evaluation, and a plan to use the source. The summary
should give a quick, objective description of the source,
usually involving the thesis and context for the source.
After that, the bulk of the annotation should be an
evaluation, which you’ll conduct a critical analysis of the
source, judging its credibility, accuracy, and authority as
a source. You’ll end the annotation with a plan to use
the source in your own research project, telling how this
source can support your argument and purpose.

The annotated bibliography as a whole will be formatted
using MLA 8 citation. Each source will have a works cited
entry followed immediately by the annotation.

For this section we focus on critical analysis and
knowledge. Critical Analysis: “critical analysis is a careful
examination and evaluation of a text, image, or other work
or performance...[to] help us understand the interaction of
the particular elements that contribute to a work’s power
and effectiveness” (Richard Nordquist). Knowledge is
“facts or ideas acquired by study, observation, or
experience” (Merriam-Webster)

Context

Context is the circumstances surrounding an issue that the
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rhetorician must consider in discussing the issue. In other
words, before we begin writing an argumentative research
essay, we must first consider who needs to hear
our message (audience), why they need to hear our
message (exigence), and with whom we wish to confer in
order to exchange ideas and information to form a solid
foundation for our argument (discourse community).

Important Concepts

annotated bibliography
annotations

summary

evaluation

plan to use the source

context

Reflective Writing Prompt

Annotated Bibliography

In a two-part response OR [In the format of a
dialogue, create a conversation that

includes you and several (2 — 3)] of your sources you
selected for your Annotated

Bibliography. Create a conversation] that demonstrates
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how you learned from your

sources specific knowledge about the topic itself and
the writing assignment. Use some

of the following questions to guide your thinking:

Part 1: In 300-400 words: what did you learn about
writing with sources from

constructing this Annotated Bibliography? What kinds
of rhetorical knowledge and

critical analysis skills did you draw on to produce this
project? Using specific details

from your own writing, explain how your
understanding of context contributed to your

final decisions.

Part 2: In 300-400 words, which of the key terms did
you use to form the basis of your

theory of writing? For example, how did you draw
upon an understanding of audience

awareness or genre (both important features of
context) in your selection of source

materials? How do you see opportunities to apply this
in other courses when asked to

write a research project?

CC LICENSED CONTENT, ORIGINAL
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* Video 1: What’s an annotated
bibliography? by Brock
Library. License: Standard YouTube
License.
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Chapter 14: Research Paper and
Presentation

14.1 The Research
Paper & Presentation

Assignment

14.2 Alternate Ways
to Present Research
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14.1 The Research Paper &
Presentation Assignment

Article links:

“Creating a Rough Draft for a Research Paper” by
University of Minnesota

“Critical Thinking and Research Applications” by
University of Minnesota

“Reflective  Writing Prompt: Research Paper &
Presentation” by the authors

Chapter Preview

1. Describe the structure of the introduction
paragraph for a research paper.

2. Identify a variety of introductory approaches to
a research paper.

3. Describe the value of making connections
between sources in a research paper.

425
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Steps to writing a research paper!

A YouTube element has been excluded from this version of
the text. You can view it online here:
https://composingourselvesandourworld.pressbooks.com/
?p=1022

Creating a Rough Draft for a Research
Paper

by University of Minnesota

We might think of writing a research paper as joining a
conversation, wherein we quote, paraphrase, or summarize
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the ideas and arguments of other rhetoricians; compare and
contrast these texts to one another, and respond to these
texts with our own ideas and arguments, thus adding to an
ongoing conversation.

The Structure of a Research Paper

Research papers generally follow the same basic structure:
an introduction that presents the writer’s thesis, a body
section that develops the thesis with supporting points and
evidence, and a conclusion that revisits the thesis and
provides additional insights or suggestions for further
research.

Your writing voice will come across most strongly in your
introduction and conclusion, as you work to attract your
readers’ interest and establish your thesis. These sections
usually do not cite sources at length. They focus on the big
picture, not specific details. In contrast, the body of your
paper will cite sources extensively. As you present your
ideas, you will support your points with details from your
research.

Writing Your Introduction

There are several approaches to writing an introduction,
each of which fulfills the same goals. The introduction
should get readers’ attention, provide background
information, and present the writer’s thesis. Many writers
like to begin with one of the following catchy openers:

* A surprising fact
* A thought-provoking question

* An attention-getting quote
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* A brief anecdote that illustrates a larger concept

* A connection between your topic and your
readers’ experiences

The next few sentences place the opening in context by
presenting background information. From there, the writer
builds toward a thesis, which is traditionally placed at the
end of the introduction. Think of your thesis as a signpost
that lets readers know in what direction the paper is headed.

Jorge decided to begin his research paper by connecting
his topic to readers’ daily experiences. Read the first draft
of his introduction. The thesis is underlined. Note how
Jorge progresses from the opening sentences to background
information to his thesis.

Beyond the Hype: Evaluating Low-Carb Diets
I. Introduction

Over the past decade, increasing numbers of
Americans have jumped on the low-carb
bandwagon. Some studies estimate that
approximately 40 million Americans, or about 20
percent of the population, are attempting to restrict
their intake of food high in carbohydrates (Sanders
and Katz, 2004; Hirsch, 2004). Proponents of low-
carb diets say they are not only the most effective
way to lose weight, but they also yield health
benefits such as lower blood pressure and improved
cholesterol levels. Meanwhile, some doctors claim
that low-carb diets are overrated and caution that
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their long-term effects are unknown. Although
following a low-carbohydrate diet can benefit some
people, these diets are not necessarily the best
option for everyone who wants to lose weight or
improve their health.

Writing Your Conclusion

In your introduction, you tell readers where they are
headed. In your conclusion, you recap where they have
been. For this reason, some writers prefer to write their
conclusions soon after they have written their introduction.
However, this method may not work for all writers. Other
writers prefer to write their conclusion at the end of the
paper, after writing the body paragraphs. No process is
absolutely right or absolutely wrong; find the one that best
suits you.

No matter when you compose the conclusion, it should
sum up your main ideas and revisit your thesis. The
conclusion should not simply echo the introduction or rely
on bland summary statements, such as “In this paper, I
have demonstrated that....” In fact, avoid repeating your
thesis verbatim from the introduction. Restate it in different
words that reflect the new perspective gained through your
research. That helps keep your ideas fresh for your readers.
An effective writer might conclude a paper by asking a
new question the research inspired, revisiting an anecdote
presented earlier, or reminding readers of how the topic
relates to their lives.
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Tip

Writers often work out of sequence when writing a
research paper. If you find yourself struggling to
write an engaging introduction, you may wish to
write the body of your paper first. Writing the body
sections first will help you clarify your main points.
Writing the introduction should then be easier. You
may have a better sense of how to introduce the
paper after you have drafted some or all of the body.

Critical Thinking and Research Applications

by University of Minnesota
Synthesizing and Organizing Information

By now your thinking on your topic is taking shape. You
have a sense of what major ideas to address in your paper,
what points you can easily support, and what questions or
subtopics might need a little more thought. In short, you
have begun the process of synthesizing information—that
is, of putting the pieces together into a coherent whole.

It is normal to find this part of the process a little difficult.
Some questions or concepts may still be unclear to you.
You may not yet know how you will tie all of your research
together. Synthesizing information is a complex,
demanding mental task, and even experienced researchers
struggle with it at times. A little uncertainty is often a
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good sign! It means you are challenging yourself to work
thoughtfully with your topic instead of simply restating
the same information. Circulation is the synthesis of many
different texts, and the exchange of ideas that occurs as a
result of this synthesis.

Find Connections between Your Sources

As you find connections between your ideas and
information in your sources, also look for information that
connects your sources. Do most sources seem to agree on
a particular idea? Are some facts mentioned repeatedly in
many different sources? What key terms or major concepts
come up in most of your sources regardless of whether
the sources agree on the finer points? Identifying these
connections will help you identify important ideas to
discuss in your paper.

Look for subtler ways your sources complement one
another, too. Does one author refer to another’s book or
article? How do sources that are more recent build upon the
ideas developed in earlier sources?

Be aware of any redundancies in your sources. If you
have amassed solid support from a reputable source, such
as a scholarly journal, there is no need to cite the same
facts from an online encyclopedia article that is many steps
removed from any primary research. If a given source adds
nothing new to your discussion and you can cite a stronger
source for the same information, use the stronger source.

Determine how you will address any contradictions found
among different sources. For instance, if one source cites a
startling fact that you cannot confirm anywhere else, it is
safe to dismiss the information as unreliable. However, if



432 Elizabeth Burrows, Angela Fowler, Heath Fowler, and Amy
Locklear

you find significant disagreements among reliable sources,
you will need to review them and evaluate each source.
Which source presents a sounder argument or more solid
evidence? It is up to you to determine which source is the
most credible and why.

Finally, do not ignore any information simply because it
does not support your thesis. Carefully consider how that
information fits into the big picture of your research. You
may decide that the source is unreliable or the information
is not relevant, or you may decide that it is an important
point you need to bring up. What matters is that you give it
careful consideration.

Important Concepts

research paper
circulation
bland summary statements

redundancies in your sources

Reflective Writing Prompt

Research Paper & Presentation

Write a 600-800 reflection in which you consider the
ways in which the argumentative
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research essay and accompanying multimodal
presentation helped you to strengthen

your grasp on the aforementioned key terms as well as
how it helped you further develop

your understanding of previously discussed keywords.
In what ways did this assignment

build upon the skills you have previously learned, both
in English Comp I and in the

first sections of English Comp II? How do you see
yourself transferring these skills

beyond English Composition—in writing-intensive
courses in your major, into your

profession, and beyond?

Remember that we are not just focusing on essays or
written texts. Include in your

reflection a discussion of how you were able to adapt
to different genres and rhetorical

situations (as well as different media, such as a
traditional essay versus a multimodal

presentation), and how you can use those skills in
future situations. In writing this

reflection, your purpose is not just to answer these
questions, tell what you did wrong,

etc. Your purpose is to build your own theory of
writing and research. Think back to all

the reflections you’ve done in the past in 1010 and
1020, and tell how you’ve adapted

and transferred your own composition style and theory
to a larger research project.
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14.2 Alternate Ways to Present
Research

Article links:

“Alternative Ways to Present Your Research” by Steven D.
Krause

Chapter Preview

» Compare the traditional essay form, a research
portfolio, a web-based research project, and a
poster session for presenting research.

* List the pros and cons of a web-based research
project.
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Research

A YouTube element has been excluded from this version of
the text. You can view it online here:
https://composingourselvesandourworld.pressbooks.com/
?p=1024

Alternative Ways to Present Your Research

by Steven D. Krause

Not All Research Comes in “Papers” or Essays”

While research essay writing tasks vary quite a bit, there
are some general guidelines that you will want to consider
when you are asked by a college professor to write a
“research paper” or “research essay.”

Of course, the traditional essay form (typed, double-
spaced, thesis-driven, written in a linear “from beginning
to end” style) is still the most common writing assignment
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in college classrooms, and this will probably remain the
case for some time to come. Increasingly however, college
teachers are considering alternatives to this form. Some
of these alternatives have actually been common in
composition classes for a while now— for example, the
“I-Search” research essay (which was pioneered by Ken
Macrorie in the late 1980s) and portfolio-based writing
projects and assessments.

Others alternatives are more recent. The increased power
and availability of computer technology has played a
significant role in presenting research in a way that is
different from the conventional essay. For example, the
World Wide Web allows (some might even say requires)
writers to publish documents that include graphics and
photographs, and even audio and video files.

After all, you are still trying to convince and inform an
audience about a particular point, and you do this with
your use and interpretation of evidence. In other ways,
presenting your research in an alternative fashion and with
alternative sorts of evidence change in interesting ways
the role and place in research in both academic and non-
academic settings. Besides that, writing about your
research in a “non-traditional” way might shed a different
and informative light on your topic, and it might even be
fun.

Obviously, there is no limit to the number of alternatives
and variations to the traditional research essay. In this
chapter, I will describe three ways of approaching research
writing differently: The research portfolio/narrative essay,
the Web-based research project, and the poster session
project. These projects could be completed either along
with or instead of a more traditional research essay, and I



438 Elizabeth Burrows, Angela Fowler, Heath Fowler, and Amy
Locklear

would also encourage you to experiment and explore other
alternatives and combinations of projects.

The Research Portfolio/Narrative Essay

A “research portfolio” is a collection of writing you’ve
done in the process of completing your research. Of course,
the details about what is included in this portfolio will vary
based on the class assignments.

A research portfolio might also include your work on some
of the wvarious exercises in The Process of Research
Writing and other assignments given to you from your
teacher. The goal of the exercises is to help you work
through the process of research writing, and to help you
write an essay.

This project, “The Research Portfolio/Narrative Essay” is
similar to a more conventional research essay in that the
writer uses cited evidence to support the point exemplified
in a working thesis. However, it is different in that the
writer focuses on the process of researching his topic, a
narrative about how he developed and explored the
working thesis.

A Student Example:

“The Story of My Working Thesis Malfunction” by
Amanda Kenger

Amanda said that she originally chose to write a
portfolio/narrative essay because “I thought it would
be a piece of cake. I was wrong.” She soon realized
that this assignment required her to think carefully
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about how to present her research to her readers, and
it required her to follow an approach that was different
from her previous academic writing experiences.
Overall, Amanda was glad she chose this writing
option “because it gave me an opportunity to do
something out of the ordinary.”

The Story of My Working Thesis Malfunction

When we were fist given the assignment for
the final research project, I was sure that I was
going to write a traditional research paper. I
have done all of the research, written out the
annotated bibliography, and have created a
fairly decisive working thesis. However, I
finally decided to work through the research
portfolio essay option after looking at the work
I created during the semester and realizing how
much things have changed from start to finish.

I wrote four essays that examine my thesis and
my sources and my working thesis changed
with each essay. It transformed from my
original idea that three events in history
changed television censorship to my final
working thesis, “Janet Jackson’s 2004 Super
Bowl wardrobe malfunction has changed the
way that Americans view television.”

Each of the essays I wrote has had an effect on
my final working thesis. This is especially
surprising for me because previously, when I
came up with an idea or a thesis, my mind is
usually made up. But I think that story of
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working through the different exercises this
semester shows how much my original
working thesis changed.

I first decided on the idea for my original
working thesis through writing my topic
proposal essay. This essay got me thinking
about the evolution of television censorship
from shows like I Love Lucy to Desperate
Housewives. I began to think of events in
television history that would have caused a
domino effect in censorship. So in my topic
proposal essay, I said that there were three
events in TV history that drastically changed
the way that television was censored. The first
of these three events was Elvis on The Ed
Sullivan Show. His sexual dance moves sent
shockwaves through conservative America.
For the second event, I chose George Carlin’s
classic comedy skit “Filthy Words.” The skit
included “seven words you can never say on
television” and was played over the radio by a
small town DJ. The controversy surrounding
the skit eventually snowballed into a lawsuit,
and finally a Supreme Court case. For the third
event I chose Janet Jackson’s 2004 Super Bowl
halftime show performance. Her “wardrobe
malfunction” on live television became
grounds for the institution of a delay on all live
broadcasts.

One of the reasons that I decided to choose
three events was because I wanted to trace
some longer trends in television, and also
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because I was worried about not having
enough evidence to support my thesis in a
research essay. I can see now though that I had
too much going on in my original thesis. I was
going to have far too much information and
my paper would probably lose its focus. Also,
when I look back at my topic proposal essay
now, I see that I only cited one reference each
for Presley and Carlin, and I wrote that I
found, “hundreds of articles on several
databases and on the World Wide Web” about
Jackson. That should have been my first red
flag that the bulk of the information available
to me was going to be on Jackson.

Regardless, when I completed my topic
proposal essay, my working thesis was, “Three
main events in history have changed
censorship: Elvis on The Ed Sullivan Show,
George Carlin’s Supreme Court case, and Janet
Jackson on the 2004 Super Bowl.”

My evaluation of my own working thesis
continued throughout my critique essay. For
this essay, I chose to critique an article called
“The New Puritanism” by Eric Gillin and Greg
Lindsay, published in Advertising Age and
accessed electronically through the Wilson
Select database. This article investigated the
consequences of Jackson’s Super Bowl stunt
and, to my surprise, these consequences were
not only felt in television. The wave of
conservatism that Jackson created was felt
strongly in the world of advertising and big
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business. The article poses the seemingly
unanswerable question of how to make
everyone content with mass media content.

Gillin and Lindsay lean towards the idea that
the conflict that lies in censorship is a
generational one. They write “74% of
consumers ages 12 to 20 said CBS overreacted
in its response”. They also describe some of
the possible solutions that have been proposed
to solve the censorship conflict. Some of these
suggestions include running parallel ad
campaigns with designated ratings.

This article finally caused me to realize the
seriousness of Jackson’s actions. “The New
Puritanism” pointed out several ways in which
advertising companies and big businesses like
Wal-Mart altered their campaigns and content
after the incident. For example, Wal-Mart
pulled Maxim magazine off of their shelves
and Budweiser pulled some of their
commercials off of the air. Gillin and Lindsay
describe an impossible situation in both
television and advertising, and warn, “sex or
violence... may be off the mainstream for
good” (6).

Gillin’s and Lindsay’s article first got me
thinking about the fusion of academic culture
and popular culture. Going into this project, I
assumed that every academic article was going
to take the side of the FCC. Much to my
surprise, almost all the academic articles I
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found carried warnings of the FCC’s over-
involvement in the media.

This article also made me look once again at
my working thesis. When I was searching for
an article to critique, I could not find any on
Carlin or Elvis. The sources that I had for the
Carlin and Elvis consisted mostly of websites
or page long narratives. I found it very difficult
to locate any article that I would be able to use
in my critique essay. Another red flag.
However, after my critique essay, I felt more
confident in stating that Jackson’s halftime
show changed media censorship.

When it came time for me to write my
antithesis essay, I was really worried. Almost
all of the articles I found warned about the
dangers of the FCC’s power. I was concerned
that I would not be able to find any evidence
that supported my antithetical arguments. I
finally found my answer on a website created
by United States Senator Sam Brownback.
Senator Brownback served as one of the
sponsors for the Broadcast Decency Act of
2004. He wants stronger regulations from the
FCC and other parts of the government. On his
website, Brownback stated that Jackson’s
halftime show “is just the most memorable
example of the growing volume of
inappropriate material that is broadcast...” He
argues that Jackson’s halftime show did not
serve as an important event in censorship
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history, only the most recognizable.
Brownback goes on:

We live in a nation where we hold the First
Amendment in high regard. In an effort to
maintain the free exchange of information,
thoughts, and opinions, we strive to avoid
government involvement in communications
content. At the same time, we are nation
raising children. With the turning of a tuning
knob, or a click of the remote, Americans are
presented with the content of the public
airwaves and the culture it

generates. Broadcasters can express any
viewpoint and idea they want, but they have a
legal and moral duty to ensure that viewers,
especially minors, are not presented with
explicit material.

In response to this, I found an article on the
website “Intellectual Conservative Politics and
Philosophy” by Wendy McElroy titled
“Censorship is Not a Solution for Trashy TV.”
She directly challenges Brownback and says
that the consequences of the Broadcast
Decency Act “may be far worse than a bit of
trashy exhibitionism on TV.” McElroy’s article
defended my idea that Jackson’s halftime show
changed censorship in that it propelled the
Broadcast Decency Act into the public interest.

Critic Tom Shales, writing for Television
Week, agrees. In an article I found via the
Wilson Select database titled “The Real
Indecency Is The Show In Washington,”
Shales said:
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Clearly the saddest and most infuriating irony
of the whole mess is that Federal
Communications Commission Chairman
Michael Powell is demagoguing this “issue”
into a national frenzy, or at least a federal
frenzy, about indecency in the media, thus
distracting attention from his attempt to impose
a radical relaxation of media ownership rules
on the country.

When I wrote my antithesis paper I was still
thinking of using Carlin’s Supreme Court case
in my thesis. I included a paragraph arguing
that Carlin’s “filthy words” are still filthy by
today’s standards. I still believe this to be true,
and I think I made a solid argument defending
my thesis. The problem was that I did not
include any citations to back up my argument.
My main reason for holding onto Carlin in my
thesis was to make sure that I had enough
research in my essay. However, the antithesis
paper reaffirmed for me that Jackson
“wardrobe malfunction” incident was a good
subject for my essay. The antithesis essay put
my doubts to rest by showing me that there
were people that disagreed with my thesis and
also that I could argue my position.

It was because of the categorization essay that
I was finally able to decide on my thesis. After
I put all of my sources into credible and non-
credible categories, I discovered that most of
the non-credible sources were on Elvis or
Carlin. I simply did not have credible sources
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on either of the two and made the final
decision to cut them completely out of my
working thesis. I also divided my citations into
sources that were for the FCC and sources that
were against the FCC. Again I saw the
reoccurring theme that most of my sources
were against the FCC and its involvement in
mass media. In “The Darker Reaches of the
Government,” Anthony Mathews warns that if
the FCC and the United States government
continue to control our television media, “no
constitutional guarantee of basic freedoms will
exist”(243). It seemed that most of my
research made a similar point about the
importance of keeping our First Amendment
rights intact.

Even though the categorization exercise was
by far the most difficult for me to complete, I
learned the most about my working thesis by
doing it. The essay made me think more
seriously about my sources. In a way, it only
makes sense that most of my articles were
against the FCC’s involvement in media
because the articles are part of the media. Why
would a journalist, author or any writer suggest
that the FCC should censor mass media when
their articles, journals and books could be just
as easily censored?

Our First Amendment rights are not limited to
television and other technologies, a point that I
neglected to consider at the beginning of the
semester. Also it proved challenging to put my
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sources into credible and non-credible
categories. I would not cite People as a
credible source if T was writing about
pharmaceuticals, but I felt that T had to
consider the magazine an expert on my subject
of Janet Jackson. In other words, it seems to
me that credible and non-credible sources can
differ depending on the subject matter.

I wish that I could have done the
categorization and evaluation exercise earlier
in the semester. After taking one look at my
notes and prewriting for that exercise, I
realized that I had more than enough
information on Jackson to write an essay. If I
had categorized my sources sooner I would
have revised my working thesis much earlier in
the semester. And beyond that, I think that this
was the exercise where I learned the most
about research writing. I plan on working
through some of the categorizing exercises the
next time I have to write a research essay,
especially making a chart to help me sort
through my evidence. Perhaps by doing so I
will be able to see more clearly what sources
will work in my essay and what points I can
include in my working thesis.

Even though my working thesis has changed
drastically throughout the duration of the
semester, I feel that I am now finally happy
with my thesis: “Janet Jackson’s 2004 Super
Bowl wardrobe malfunction has changed the
way that Americans view television.” I have
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good evidence supporting my thesis, I can
defend my thesis against an antithetical
argument and I know where my own opinion
lies. I don’t know if I will ever use my
knowledge of Jackson’s wardrobe malfunction
in my everyday life, though if it does come up
in conversation, I’ll have my answer. But I do
think that the skills I learned through revising
my working thesis and writing these essays
will prove useful in many future essays to
come.

Web-Based Research Project

Most academics—students and teachers alike—have
become comfortable with using the Internet for at least a
part of their research. You have to be cautious when using
many web-based sources because they aren’t necessarily
as credible as other popular and academic sources.
Nonetheless, the Web still represents a great place to find
information on a wide variety of topics, and it is a great
place for you to publish research on almost any topic.

The Advantages of the Web-Based Research Project

There are many advantages to creating Web sites that have
nothing to do with writing research projects. Making Web
pages is fun—the Internet is a great place to post pictures
of your friends and pets, and it’s a good way to share
your writing with others through blogging or posting your
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poetry or short stories. But for the purposes of publishing
academic research, I believe the Web has three main
advantages over more traditional “paper” outlets.

* The Web allows you to present your research with
graphics, with multimedia, and/or as a “hypertext.”

While paper-based research projects limit you to black-
and-white typed text on a page (with perhaps a few graphic
elements here and there), Web-based research projects will
almost certainly include colors and graphics to enhance
the effectiveness of the site. It’s also possible to include
some simple multimedia elements into your research
project—sound clips, short video clips, or animation, for
example.

The Web also makes it possible to present your research
project not as a linear “beginning to end” essay but as
a “hypertext,” a type of text that allows for—even
encourages—different approaches and readings. I discuss
this in a bit more detail later on in this chapter.

* Your research project can become available to a
broad, diverse, and international audience.

Traditional paper-based research projects usually only
reach a small audience—your classmates, your teacher, and
perhaps other friends and colleagues. Web-based research
projects are available to any of the tens of millions of
people all over the world who spend at least some time
surfing the Web.

Now, let’s be realistic: your Web site is not going to have
as many readers as popular sites like Yahoo! or the CNN
web site. Just as is the case with traditional publishing,
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simply making your writing available is no guarantee that
you will attract a large audience of readers.

However, the potential reach of your Web-based research
project is enormous, certainly much larger than the
potential audience of a more traditional research project.
Further, if you register your site with various search
engines and search directories (and most of them provide
information on how to do this), your site will eventually
show up on the searches that other researchers conduct.

¢ The Web Facilitates Collaboration

Chances are, you are already familiar with one of the Web’s
most powerful features, the “link:” the highlighted element
of text that a Web reader clicks on in order to go to another
Web page. The ability to link your Web page to just about
any other Web page out there allows you to make a lot of
very literal connections to other writers and publications,
which is in itself a form of collaboration.

But in a more concrete sense, the Web facilitates
collaboration with your colleagues since you can build
links to each others’ Web sites. This allows writers to work
simultaneously on different parts of the same document,
and to link to each other when it comes time to put the
research project together. In my experiences as writer and
a teacher, this approach is an excellent balance between the
two extremes of collaboration I describe in Chapter Four
(“How to Collaborate and Write With Others™).

The Disadvantages of the Web-Based Research Project

While the advantages of creating Web sites for your
research are significant, the disadvantages are significant
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as well. So before you commit yourself and your
colleagues to Web-based research project, you need to take
a moment to consider some of the challenges you’ll face in
making your Web site and your abilities to cope with these
potential problems.

e Computer hardware and software access

To make a Web page, you obviously need to have easy
access to a personal computer connected to the Internet,
either one you own, one where you live, or one at your
school that you can use on a fairly regular basis. You will
also need to have at least some basic software to create and
edit your Web site and to manipulate graphics. Last, and
far from least, you need to have access to a server, which
is a computer on a network that delivers (or serves) Web
pages to users. I discuss all of these issues in more detail
later in this chapter.

For some students and teachers, these access issues are
very difficult to overcome. For example, at the university
where I teach, students don’t have “easy access” to a server
where they can publish their Web sites. While this is a
state of affairs that is changing, it means that it is quite
challenging for my students to publish their Web sites, even
though most of them have access to a personal computer.

* Learning about HTML and other computer literacy
skills

Making web pages using Hypertext Markup Language
(HTML) and HTML editing software is actually
surprisingly easy. Making a basic Web site—made up of
individual Web pages that are just text, links, and simple
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graphics— is not “computer programming” in the sense
that it requires special computer skills or training.

However, making a Web site does require a degree of
computer skill and literacy that many of my students and
fellow English teachers have not quite achieved. In other
words, while you don’t have to be a “computer geek”
to make a simple Web site, you do need to be relatively
“computer literate” to learn how to make a Web site.

e Time, time, and time!

Creating, uploading, trouble-shooting, and editing Web
sites simply takes time, certainly more time than simply
typing an essay with a word processor. You are already
probably spending a lot of time researching and writing
about your research project; given the time it takes to learn
how to make Web pages and then to actually make them,
it might be logistically impossible for you and your
classmates to put together Web-based research projects in
an academic term.

But it is also more time consuming because when you
create a web site—even a simple one as a class
project—you are moving from the role of “academic
writer” to “Web publisher.” And as a Web publisher, you
need to concern yourself with things like layout, colors,
links, and graphics. So if you and your classmates decide
to present your research on the Web, you should probably
budget more time for completing the final version of your
web site than you would if you were writing an essay or
creating a research portfolio.

Web Publishing versus Hypertext
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After considering the advantages and disadvantages of
creating a research-based Web site in the first place, the
next step is to decide if you want to merely publish your
research essay on the Web, or if you want to develop
a hypertext version of your research project.

By merely “publish,” I mean the process where you take
your research essay as it exists on paper, convert it into
an “HTML file” or as a “PDF file” (Portable Document
Format) and then upload it to the Web. By hypertext, I
mean the process where you create a series of HTML
files that contain the text to your research project and that
contain highlighted words, phrases, or images that allow
potential readers to explore and read your research in
nonsequential ways.

A Web published research essay is really no different than
the sort of traditional research essay project, except that it
is available on the World Wide Web. If we were to map
this essay, it might look something like this:

A_*B C_’D_’E_'F

With Web published research essay projects, you are
expecting your readers to read in a particular order, from
beginning to end, from “A” to “F.” In fact, each of these
different parts of your research essay project could be part
of one text file, available to your reader to scroll through or
print and read later. And of course, if you decide to publish
your research essay as a PDF, then readers will have to
either print your essay or use software like Adobe Acrobat
Reader to read your essay.
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There are two advantages to web publishing your
essays like this:

e It is easy to do. Since most word processing software
allows users to convert files into HTML or PDFs,
publishing a paper-based research project is simply a
matter of saving in a different format and uploading to a
Server.

*  Web publishing preserves the order and “feel” of a
paper-based research project.This is especially true of
PDFs.

The main disadvantage of Web publishing like this is it
isn’t as dynamic or as flexible as a hypertextual research
project. This depends on the audience of course, but often
times, web readers are more likely to read and use your
web site if it is presented as hypertext intended to be read
on the screen.

A “hypertextual” research project might be mapped like
this:
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In this example, each of the boxes represents a different
part of the Web site, and thus a different file—instead of
scrolling from one part of the Web site to the next, readers
have to follow links to other parts of the site. While most
hypertext Web sites begin with some starting point (often
a sort of “table of contents” page), they are written and
designed in a way that allows for multiple ways of reading.
Readers could as easily read from point “D” to point “F”
as they can read from point “A” to point “B,” and, if the
hypertext is effectively presented, both readings will be
informative to the reader.

The main advantage of presenting a research project as
a hypertext is basically the opposite of simply “Web
publishing” a research essay: hypertexts are dynamic and
more interactive than traditional essays presented on the
Web, and readers they give readers more and different
opportunities to interact with them.

Think of your own reading habits when it comes to the
World Wide Web: chances are, you are more likely to read
through a site that presents text in small chunks and that
allows you to select links to the part of the site that interests
you. Further, if you are a typical Web reader, you are less
likely to read through a site if you have to scroll down the
page or print out the site to read it.

Along these lines, the main disadvantages of research
projects presented as hypertexts are the opposite of Web
published research essays:

e They aren’t as easy to make. For one thing, it might
take a considerable amount of work to divide up the parts
of your research project into different parts of a hypertext.
For another, each separate part or “page” of your Web
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site (represented here by the different lettered boxes) is
a separate HTML document that you need to create and
maintain. While this isn’t difficult to do, it does take some
time and effort, certainly more so than if you were to
simply convert a word-processed file into a Web page.

* Hypertextual research projects can’t preserve the
order of presentation. After all, one of the points of a
hypertext is to give your reader options in how they want to
read it. While you can create hypertexts that give readers
the option of reading the project straight through, your
readers might not choose to read that way, which can cause
some confusion.

A Web Writing Recipe: What You Need to Get Started,
and Where You Can Go To Get Help

If you want to publish your research writing on the web,
you will need to learn a few basic computer skills, you’ll
need some modest computer hardware and software, and
you’ll need to have access to computer server space that
can host your web sites. Here is a basic “Web Writing
recipe” to get you started.

A little knowledge of HTML. Hypertext Markup
Language is the basic coding system that makes the Web
work. Technically, you don’t have to use HTML to make
your web sites, but not knowing anything about HTML can
be very confusing.

Fortunately, HTML is fairly easy to learn. There are many
guides to HTML available for free on the Web (and the The
Process of Research Writing Catalyst Web site links to
some of them), and there are also many books available
that provide basic instruction in working with HTML.
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Some basic computer hardware and software. Most
personal computers connected to the Internet can be used
to make Web pages. However, not all personal computers
have the basic software needed to make Web pages.

You can make a Web page with just about any text editing
program, even something as simple as “Note Pad,” which
comes on all Windows-based personal computers.
However, you will probably want to use a software
application specifically designed for making Web pages.
There are a variety of free applications that can help you,
and there are links to some of these programs at the The
Process of Research Writing Catalyst Web site, though the
best programs are commercial products. Currently, the two
best known products for making Web sites are Microsoft’s
FrontPage and Macromedia’s Dreamweaver. You may
want to ask the Information Technology specialists at
school about the availability of this software on your
campus.

Finally, since you will probably want to include some
graphics and photographic images with your Web site, you
will also need software that handles graphics and
photographs. Again, some of these products are free
(though the best ones are not), and you may want to ask
the Information Technology specialists at school about the
availability of this software.

Access to a web server. In order to make your Web site
available to other readers, you need to upload your Web
site (the HTML files and any of the graphics accompany
your site) to a Web server. A server “serves” files to Web
readers (usually known as “clients” or “users”) when they
request a particular Web site by entering in a specific web
address.
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Increasingly, many colleges and universities are providing
web server space to the academic community so that they
can publish their work on the World Wide Web. Ask your
local Information Technology specialist for information.
There are also numerous other ways to make your Web site
available on a server, both for a modest cost or for free.

Poster Session

At many academic conferences in a variety of different
disciplines, faculty and student participants often have the
option to present their research to other conference
participants in a “Poster Session.” It’s similar in some
ways to a science fair of the sort you might remember from
junior high school: participants literally make a poster or
some other sort of multi-media presentation (photographs,
charts, sound recordings, video) that represent the
presenter’s research.

The poster session project is different from the other
alternatives to the traditional research paper I’ve discussed
in this chapter because it is a supplement rather than
a replacement for other research writing projects. But
poster sessions are important supplements to other writing
projects because they provide a different way for
researchers to interact with each other and their projects,
and they can work well for students in composition
courses, too.

Important Concepts
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traditional essay form
World Wide Web allows (some might even say requires)
research portfolio

Web has three main advantages over more traditional
“paper” outlets

web published research essay
hypertexts
Hypertext Markup Language
Web server

poster session
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A YouTube element has been excluded from this version of
the text. You can view it online here:
https://composingourselvesandourworld.pressbooks.com/

?p=656

Identifying a Conversation

by Jason Carabelli

An important part of research writing (and many other
kinds of writing) is identifying when sources are
“speaking” to each other. When researching a particular
topic, you will likely collect many sources that seem to
discuss the same thing. Sometimes the authors of these
sources will explicitly know about each other and reference
one another in their own texts. This is common in academic
writing, where explicit conversations between different
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scholars are expected and valued. A long works cited page
in an academic article might indicate that the author is
having a long conversation with many other authors of
other sources, some of whom might not still be
publishing. For instance, there are many scholars over
many generations who have conversed with each other in
print about Hamlet, and each new author adds a unique
perspective to the conversation, even though some of the
speakers can no longer respond. However, not all
conversations in which sources “speak” to each other can
be identified so easily, and instead might be seen as
“speaking” to each other indirectly. Sometimes it is up
to a researcher who is reading all of these sources that
seem to talk about the same thing to identify when that
is happening and to explain it to an audience. This is one
of the primary goals of academic research—to identify
conversations between sources and to show how they
might interact with each other.

Many Speakers and Conversations

When writers mention “conversations” and sources
“speaking” to one another, they are referring to the ways
that many voices shape how communities see a topic. For
instance, there are many writers today who are having a
conversation about the topic of global warming, even if
they don’t actually know all the other writers who are
part of the conversation. Climatologists, meteorologists,
ecologists, sociologists, politicians, bloggers, priests, and
corporate CEOs are all kinds of people involved in a
written conversation on the topic of global warming. Of
course, there are many smaller textual conversations within
this larger one, as well as smaller groups or communities
of speakers within this larger group. The climatologists,
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meteorologists, ecologists, and sociologists might be said
to encompass part of an academic community conversing
about global warming through scientific research, while
the others might make up different groups. Even further,
the climatologists, meteorologists, and ecologists might be
said to encompass a certain kind of scientific conversation
group more interested in the natural processes of the Earth,
while the sociologists might be part of a different kind of
academic group that focuses on human activity. Because of
this fracturing of conversation groups—called “discourse
communities”—and the many mini-conversations going
on, it is sometimes the goal of a researcher like yourself to
bring them together in one written work that puts them “in
conversation” with each other.

For example, if you were interested in writing a paper
about workplace inequalities between men and women,
you would have many different speakers and conversations
to look at. For instance, you might find that newspaper
reporters, lawyers, psychologists, and government
researchers all published various documents (stories, court
proceedings, research, reports, etc.) about this topic. And,
since writing can be preserved over long periods (unlike
a face-to-face conversation), you are also dealing with
speakers from across time. You might, for instance, want
to discuss the ways different scientific writers saw the role
of women in America in the 1950’s and today. Scientific
research on gender in the 1950’s, as we know, is not the
same as it is today. As a researcher, you might imagine
yourself putting an author of a source on gender from the
1950’s and an author of a source on gender from today in
a room together. They would have different things to say
about gender and the workplace, to be sure. The researcher
from today might complicate the work of the researcher
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from the 1950°s, or build on it, or disregard it. In addition
to different speakers in the conversation, there would also
be many different smaller conversations going on within
the larger one of gender inequalities in the workplace.
For example, some authors might write about salary
inequalities in higher education, while others might focus
more on cases of sexual harassment at work. Although both
topics are related to the conversation of gender inequalities
in the workplace, your paper might not need to address
both subtopics (or mini-conversations).

Putting It All Together

Sometimes your role as a researcher is to figure out when
and how sources seem to be dealing with the same thing,
and decide how that changes what you know about the
topic. When what you know about a topic changes because
of how two sources talk about the same thing, writers
might refer to that as a “conversation” between the two
authors that you read. That change can be explained for
your audience to show a “conversation”—an
interaction—between two sources that might be separated
by decades, miles, discourse communities, or even
languages.

There are many ways to put sources together to make a
conversation. You might think of it like a puzzle, except
that you have some control over how the pieces are shaped.
The above example of a research paper on gender
inequalities only puts two sources in conversation, and
they are both scientific puzzle pieces. However, there are
many other voices in the conversation on gender that might
fit into the puzzle. Deciding what kinds of sources are
speaking to each other about a topic dictates the kind of
puzzle you are building. Since it is probably impossible to
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identify all the conversations on a topic, you must make
decisions about which ones are pieces in your puzzle, and
which ones aren’t. As a rule of thumb, you’ll probably
want to look for speakers whose topics are very closely
related. However, you may also want to keep in mind
that as a researcher you have the ability to build a puzzle
that mobilizes science, art, history, and your aunt Jean
into a new kind of conversation about a topic. As long as
you can show your audience how each speaker changes
what you know about a topic—as long as you can show
the “conversation” between them—the puzzle is yours to
design. Your audience, though, will determine its
credibility, and so you will want to make sure you consider
how they would build the puzzle themselves. If, for
instance, you ignore in your research paper (your puzzle)
a long conversation between many respected authorities on
your topic, you should have a good reason for doing so, or
your audience may find you lacking credibility.

It is important to remember that some authors have already
put themselves into conversation with other sources, and
some have not. When authors refer to other works, they are
building a conversation puzzle in their own writing. Many
times, this should act as a signpost to you as a researcher,
directing you towards a conversation going on between
sources. Other times, though, some sources will discuss
the same topic and have never heard of each other. This
happens often in large conversations where many different
discourse communities with many different values all talk
about the same thing. For instance, a scientific researcher
might not be interested in responding to a blogger on the
effects of global warming, since they might value different
things or belong to communities that only want to talk to
other members of that community. As a researcher, you
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might identify all of the conversations within one discourse
community—for instance all of the scholarly discourse
about Hamlet—or show how many communities all say
something about a given topic—say, global warming.
Identifying which sources are in conversation with each
other is not enough though. As a researcher, you will also
have to explain how they are in conversation. Do they
challenge each other? Complicate? Extend? Ignore?
Support? These are the kinds of questions you should seek
to answer when putting your puzzle together. Deciding on
these questions will require that you are familiar with many
works on your given topic, and how they are all voices in a
conversation that is taking place in your research.

Three constituent parts make up any rhetorical
situation.

1. The first is the exigence, or a problem existing
in the world. Exigence is not rhetorical when it
cannot be changed by human interaction, such
as a natural disaster or death. However, exigence
is rhetorical when it is capable of positive
modification and when that positive
modification calls for the act of persuasion.

2. The second constituent part Bitzer speaks of
is audience. Rhetorical discourse promotes
change through its influence of an audience’s
decision and actions.

3. The third constituent part is the set
of constraints. constraints are made up of
persons, events, objects, and relations that limit
decisions and action. Theorists influenced by
Marx would additionally discuss ideological
constraints, which produce unconscious
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limitations for subjects in society, including the
social constraints of gender, class, and race. The
speaker also brings about a new set of
constraints through the image of his or her
personal character (ethos), the logical proofs
(logos), and the use of emotion (pathos).

Important Concepts

discourse community
exigence

constraints
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15.2 What is a Research Paper

Article links:

“What Is Research Writing?” provided by Lumen
Learning

“Why Write Research Projects” by Steven D. Krause

“Managing Your Research Project” provided by Lumen
Learning

“The Seven Steps of the Research Process” provided by
Lumen Learning

Chapter Preview

1. Identify reasons for outlining the scope and
sequence of a research project.

2. Recognize the steps of the research writing
process.

3. Develop a plan for managing time and
resources to complete the research project on
time.

4. Identify organizational tools and strategies to
use in managing the project.
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N

https://youtu.be/NMp_QRI92Uo

What Is Research Writing?

provided by Lumen Learning

The essential components or building blocks of research
writing are the same no matter what kind of question you
are answering or what kind of reader you are assuming as
you share your answer. Research = the physical process
of gathering information + the mental process of deriving
the answer to your question from the information you
gathered. Research writing = the process of sharing the
answerto  your research question along with
the evidence on  which your answer is based,
the sources you used, and your
own reasoning and explanation.

The Essential Building Blocks of Research Writing



1. Do real research

1. Begin from a question to which you
don’t know the answer and that can’t
be answered just by going to the
appropriate reference source. That is,
begin from a research question, not a
homework question.

2. Decide what kind of information or
data will be needed in order to build
the answer to the question.

3. Gather information and/or collect
data.

4. Work with the information/data to
derive or construct your answer.

This is the research process, and it happens
before you begin to write your paper. No
research, no research writing, so don’t
shortchange this part of the process.

2. Create a one-sentence answer to your
research question.

1. This will be the thesis statement/main
point/controlling idea of your research

paper.
3. Share your answer to research questions in a

way that make it believable, understandable,
and usable for your readers. To do this

1. Include plentiful and well-chosen
examples from the data/information
you gathered
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2. Indicate the validity of your data by
accurately reporting your research
method (field or lab research)

3. Indicate the quality of your
information by accurately citing your
sources (source-based research)

4. Provide the reasoning and
explanation that will let your readers
completely understand how the
evidence adds up to your answer.
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Why Write Research Projects?

by Steven D. Krause
Introduction

A lot of times, instructors and students tend to separate
“thinking,” “researching,” and “writing” into different
categories that aren’t necessarily very well connected.
First you think, then you research, and then you write.
The reality is though that the possibilities and process of
research writing are more complicated and much richer
than that. We think about what it is we want to research
and write about, but at the same time, we learn what to
think based on our research and our writing. The goal of
this book is to guide you through this process of research
writing by emphasizing a series of exercises that touch on
different and related parts of the research process.

But before going any further, you need to be aware of two
important points about this book:

* You will keep learning about academic writing
and research after this class is over. You may
have to take other writing classes where you will
learn different approaches to the writing
process, perhaps one where you will learn more
about research writing in your discipline.
However, even if this is your one and only
“writing class” in your college career, you will
have to learn more about academic writing for
every class and every new academic writing
project. Learning how to write well is not
something that ends when the class ends.
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Learning how to write is an on-going, life-long
process.

* Academic writing is not the only kind of writing
worth learning about, and it is not the only
potential use for this book or this class. The
focus of The Process of Research Writing is the
important, common, and challenging sort of
writing students in a variety of disciplines tend
to do, projects that use research to inform an
audience and make some sort of point;
specifically, academic research writing projects.

But clearly, this is not the only kind of writing
writers do.

Sometimes, students think introductory college writing
courses are merely an extension of the writing courses
they took in high school. This is true for some, but for
the majority of new college students, the sort of writing
required in college is different from the sort of writing
required in high school.

College writing tends to be based more on research than
high school writing. Further, college-level instructors
generally expect a more sophisticated and thoughtful
interpretation of research from student writers. It is not
enough to merely use more research in your writing; you
also have to be able to think and write about the research
you’ve done.

Besides helping you write different kinds of projects where
you use research to support a point, the concepts about
research you will learn from this course and The Process
of Research  Writingwill  help you become
better consumers of information and research. And make
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no mistake about it: information that is (supposedly)
backed up by research is everywhere in our day-to-day
lives. News stories we see on television or read in
magazines or newspapers are based on research.
Legislators use research to argue for or against the passage
of the laws that govern our society. Scientists use research
to make progress in their work.

Even the most trivial information we all encounter is likely
to be based on something that at least looks like research.
Consider advertising: we are all familiar with “research-
based” claims in advertising like “four out of five dentists
agree” that a particular brand of toothpaste is the best,
or that “studies show” that a specific type of deodorant
keeps its wearers “fresh” longer. Advertisers use research
like this in their advertisements for the same reason that
scientists, news broadcasters, magazine writers, and just
about anyone else trying to make a point uses research: it’s
persuasive and convinces consumers to buy a particular
brand of toothpaste.

This is not to say that every time we buy toothpaste we
carefully mull over the research we’ve heard mentioned in
advertisements. However, using research to persuade an
audience must work on some level because it is one of the
most commonly employed devices in advertising.

One of the best ways to better understand how we are
affected by the research we encounter in our lives is to
learn more about the process of research by becoming
better and more careful critical readers, writers, and
researchers. Part of that process will include the research-
based writing you do in this course. In other words, this
book will be useful in helping you deal with the practical
and immediate concern of how to write essays and other
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writing projects for college classes, particularly ones that
use research to support a point. But perhaps more
significantly, these same skills can help you write and read
research-based texts well beyond college.

Academic Research Writing: What Is It?
Writing That Isn’t “Research Writing”

Not all useful and valuable writing automatically involves
research or can be called “academic research writing.”

*  While poets, playwrights, and novelists frequently do
research and base their writings on that research, what they
produce doesn’t constitute academic research writing. The
film Shakespeare in Love incorporated facts about
Shakespeare’s life and work to tell a touching, entertaining,
and interesting story, but it was nonetheless a work of
fiction since the writers, director, and actors clearly took
liberties with the facts in order to tell their story. If you
were writing a research project for a literature class which
focuses on Shakespeare, you would not want to
use Shakespeare in Love as evidence about how
Shakespeare wrote his plays.

» Essay exams are usually not a form of research

writing. When an instructor gives an essay exam, she
usually is asking students to write about what they learned
from the class readings, discussions, and lecturers. While
writing essay exams demand an understanding of the
material, this isn’t research writing because instructors
aren’t expecting students to do additional research on the
topic.

* All sorts of other kinds of writing we read and write
all the time—Iletters, emails, journal entries, instructions,
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etc.—are not research writing. Some writers include
research in these and other forms of personal writing, and
practicing some of these types of writing—particularly
when you are trying to come up with an idea to write and
research about in the first place—can be helpful in thinking
through a research project. But when we set about to write
a research project, most of us don’t have these sorts of
personal writing genres in mind.

So, what is “research writing”?

Research writing is writing that uses evidence (from
journals, books, magazines, the Internet, experts, etc.)
to persuade or inform an audience about a particular
point.

Research writing exists in a variety of different forms. For
example, academics, journalists, or other researchers write
articles for journals or magazines; academics, professional
writers and almost anyone create web pages that both use
research to make some sort of point and that show readers
how to find more research on a particular topic. All of
these types of writing projects can be done by a single
writer who seeks advice from others, or by a number of
writers who collaborate on the project.

Academic research writing

The specific focus of The Process of Research Writing and
the sort of writing project you will probably need to write
in this class—is a form of research writing. How is
academic research writing different from other kinds of
writing that involve research? The goal of this textbook
is to answer that question, and academic research projects
come in a variety of shapes and forms. (In fact, you may
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have  noticed that The Process of  Research
Writing purposefully avoids the term “research paper”
since this is only one of the many ways in which it is
possible to present academic research). But in brief,
academic research writing projects are a bit different from
other kinds of research writing projects in three significant
ways:

Thesis: Academic research projects are organized around
a point or a “thesis” that members of the intended audience
would not accept as “common sense.” What an audience
accepts as “common sense” depends a great deal on the
audience, which is one of the many reasons why what
“counts” as academic research varies from field to field.
But audiences want to learn something new either by
being informed about something they knew nothing about
before or by reading a unique interpretation on the issue or
the evidence.

Evidence: Academic research projects rely almost
exclusively on evidence in order to support this point.
Academic research writers use evidence in order to
convince their audiences that the point they are making
is right. Of course, all writing uses other means of
persuasion—appeals to emotion, to logic, to the credibility
of the author, and so forth. But the readers of academic
research writing projects are likely to be more persuaded
by good evidence than by anything else.

“Evidence,” the information you use to support your point,
includes readings you find in the library (journal and
magazine articles, books, newspapers, and many other
kinds of documents); materials from the Internet (web
pages, information from databases, other Internet-based
forums); and information you might be able to gather in
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other ways (interviews, field research, experiments, and so
forth).

Academic research projects use a detailed citation process
in order to demonstrate to their readers where the evidence
that supports the writer’s point came from. Unlike most
types of “non-academic” research writing, academic
research writers provide their readers with a great deal of
detail about where they found the evidence they are using
to support their point. This processes is called citation, or
“citing” of evidence. It can sometimes seem intimidating
and confusing to writers new to the process of academic
research writing, but it is really nothing more than
explaining to your reader where your evidence came from.

Research Writing with Computers and the Internet

There are good reasons for writing with computers. To
name just a few, computers help writers:

* Revise more easily, since you don’t need to retype an
entire draft

* Share their writing with others, either electronically (on
disk or via email) or in “hard copy” since the writer only
needs to print additional copies;

+ Store and organize files, since papers that might get lost
or take up a lot of room can all fit onto a computer hard
drive or a floppy diskette;

* Make correct and “nice looking” drafts with the use
of features like spelling and grammar checkers, and with
design features that allow you to select different fonts and
layouts.
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Chances are, you already know these things.

If you are not using computers or the Internet in
your academic research writing process, you need to
try and learn more about the possibilities. It can be
intimidating and time-consuming to begin
effectively using a computer, but there are few
things that will be as rewarding for your academic
writing career.

No essay, story, or book (including this one) simply
“appeared” one day from the writer’s brain; rather,
all writings are made after the writer, with the help
of others, works through the process of writing.

Generally speaking, the process of writing
involves:

* Coming up with an idea (sometimes called
brainstorming, invention or “pre-writing”);

* Writing a rough draft of that idea;

« Showing that rough draft to others to get
feedback (peers, instructors, colleagues, etc.);

* Revising the draft (sometimes many times); and

* Proof-reading and editing to correct minor
mistakes and errors.

An added component in the writing process of
research projects is, obviously, research. Rarely
does research begin before at least some initial
writing (even if it is nothing more than
brainstorming or pre-writing exercises), and
research is usually not completed until after the
entire writing project is completed. Rather, research
comes in to play at all parts of the process and can
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have a dramatic effect on the other parts of the
process. Chances are you will need to do at least
some simple research to develop an idea to write
about in the first place. You might do the bulk of
your research as you write your rough draft, though
you will almost certainly have to do more research
based on the revisions that you decide to make to
your project.

There are two other things to think about within this
simplified version of the process of writing. First,
the process of writing always takes place for

some reason or purpose and within

some context that potentially change the way you do
these steps. The process that you will go through in
writing for this class will be different from the
process you go through in responding to an essay
question on a Sociology midterm or from sending
an email to a friend. This is true in part because
your purposes for writing these different kinds of
texts are simply different.

Second, the process of writing isn’t quite as linear
and straight-forward as my list might

suggest. Writers generally have to start by coming
up with an idea, but writers often go back to their
original idea and make changes in it after they write
several drafts, do research, talk with others, and so
on. The writing process might be more accurately
represented like this:
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Seem complicated? It is, or at least it can be.

So, instead of thinking of the writing process as an
ordered list, you should think of it more as a “web” where
different points can and do connect with each other in
many different ways, and a process that changes according
to the demands of each writing project. While you might
write an essay where you follow the steps in the writing
process in order (from coming up with an idea all the way
to proofreading), writers also find themselves following
the writing process out of order all the time. That’s okay.
The key thing to remember about the writing process is
that it is a process made up of many different steps, and
writers are rarely successful if they “just write.”

S — I
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Managing Your Research Project

provided by Lumen Learning

The prewriting you have completed so far has helped you
begin to plan the content of your research paper—your
topic, research questions, and preliminary thesis. It is
equally important to plan out the process of researching
and writing the paper. Although some types of writing
assignments can be completed relatively quickly,
developing a good research paper is a complex process that
takes time. Breaking it into manageable steps is crucial.
Review the steps outlined at the beginning of this chapter.

Steps to Writing a Research Paper

Choose a topic.

Schedule and plan time for research and writing.
Conduct research.

Organize research

Draft your paper.

SR A S o

Revise and edit your paper.

You have already completed step 1. In this section, you
will complete step 2. The remaining steps fall under two
broad categories—the research phase of the project (steps
3 and 4) and the writing phase (steps 5 and 6). Both phases
present challenges. Understanding the tasks involved and
allowing enough time to complete each task will help you
complete your research paper on time with a minimal
amount of stress.
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Planning Your Project

Each step of a research project requires time and attention.
Careful planning helps ensure that you will keep your
project running smoothly and produce your best work. Set
up a project schedule that shows when you will complete
each step. Think about how you will complete each step
and what project resources you will use. Resources may
include anything from library databases and word-
processing software to interview subjects and writing
tutors.

To develop your schedule, use a calendar and work
backward from the date your final draft is due. Generally, it
is wise to divide half of the available time on the research
phase of the project and half on the writing phase. For
example, if you have a month to work, plan for two weeks
for each phase. If you have a full semester, plan to begin
research early and to start writing by the middle of the
term. You might think that no one really works that far
ahead, but try it. You will probably be pleased with the
quality of your work and with the reduction in your stress
level.

As you plan, break down major steps into smaller tasks
if necessary. For example, step 3, conducting research,
involves locating potential sources, evaluating their
usefulness and reliability, reading, and taking notes.
Defining these smaller tasks makes the project more
manageable by giving you concrete goals to achieve.

Jorge had six weeks to complete his research project.
Working backward from a due date of May 2, he mapped
out a schedule for completing his research by early April
so that he would have ample time to write. Jorge chose
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to write his schedule in his weekly planner to help keep
himself on track.

Review Jorge’s schedule. Key target dates are shaded. Note
that Jorge planned times to use available resources by
visiting the library and writing center and by meeting with
his instructor.

S M T w T F S
March 20 21 22 23 24 25 26
Write research
ChooseTopic | PN | questonsand | Wiereseach
working thesis Eop
27 28 29 30 31 | April 1 2
Evaluate
esearch Look for
¥ ; —
R Libran sources; make Take notes——————»
proposal due sources online i Sivie
3 4 5 6 7 8 9
Finish note cards Organize notes Write outline |
10 1Ji] 12 13 14 15 16
Outline due Write draft ai e

Trip to AYE | Thip 2o AYC

17 18 19 20 21 2 23
C}’?S;.errlearl':(iz\;gg Fi"i;;:fr:‘ing Revise draft Library?

24 25 26 27 28 o o

revii*l:igshdra& Edit draft Writir;gaggnter Finisg :c:titing (rcs]?:;\g;;;

May 1 2, 3 4 5 6 =

Final draft due

TIP

Plan your schedule realistically, and consider other
commitments that may sometimes take precedence. A
business trip or family visit may mean that you are unable
to work on the research project for a few days. Make the
most of the time you have available. Plan for unexpected
interruptions, but keep in mind that a short time away from
the project may help you come back to it with renewed
enthusiasm. Another strategy many writers find helpful is
to finish each day’s work at a point when the next task is an
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easy one. That makes it easier to start again.

When you create a project schedule at work, you set target
dates for completing certain tasks and identify the
resources you plan to use on the project. It is important to
build in some flexibility. Materials may not be received on
time because of a shipping delay. An employee on your
team may be called away to work on a higher-priority
project. Essential equipment may malfunction. You should
always plan for the unexpected.

Staying Organized

Although setting up a schedule is easy, sticking to one is
challenging. Even if you are the rare person who never
procrastinates, unforeseen events may interfere with your
ability to complete tasks on time. A self-imposed deadline
may slip your mind despite your best intentions.
Organizational tools—calendars, checklists, note cards,
software, and so forth—can help you stay on track.

Throughout your project, organize both your time and your
resources systematically. Review your schedule frequently
and check your progress. It helps to post your schedule
in a place where you will see it every day. Both personal
and workplace e-mail systems usually include a calendar
feature where you can record tasks, arrange to receive
daily reminders, and check off completed tasks. Electronic
devices such as smartphones have similar features.

Organize project documents in a binder or electronic
folder, and label project documents and folders clearly.
Use note cards or an electronic document to record
bibliographical information for each source you plan to
use in your paper. Tracking this information throughout
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the research process can save you hours of time when you
create your references page.

Anticipating Challenges

Do any of these scenarios sound familiar? You have
identified a book that would be a great resource for your
project, but it is currently checked out of the library. You
planned to interview a subject matter expert on your topic,
but she calls to reschedule your meeting. You have begun
writing your draft, but now you realize that you will need
to modify your thesis and conduct additional research. Or
you have finally completed your draft when your computer
crashes, and days of hard work disappear in an instant.

These troubling situations are all too common. No matter
how carefully you plan your schedule, you may encounter
a glitch or setback. Managing your project effectively
means anticipating potential problems, taking steps to
minimize them where possible, and allowing time in your
schedule to handle any setbacks.

Many times a situation becomes a problem due only to
lack of planning. For example, if a book is checked out of
your local library, it might be available through interlibrary
loan, which usually takes a few days for the library staff
to process. Alternatively, you might locate another, equally
useful source. If you have allowed enough time for
research, a brief delay will not become a major setback.

You can manage other potential problems by staying
organized and maintaining a take-charge attitude. Take a
minute each day to save a backup copy of your work on
a portable hard drive. Maintain detailed note cards and
source cards as you conduct research—doing so will make
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citing sources in your draft infinitely easier. If you run into
difficulties with your research or your writing, ask your
instructor for help, or make an appointment with a writing
tutor.

Writing at Work

In the workplace, documents prepared at the beginning of a
project often include a detailed plan for risk management.
When you manage a project, it makes sense to anticipate
and prepare for potential setbacks. For example, to roll out
a new product line, a software development company must
strive to complete tasks on a schedule in order to meet the
new product release date. The project manager may need
to adjust the project plan if one or more tasks fall behind
schedule.

The Seven Steps of the Research Project

provided by Lumen Learning

The Seven Steps of the Research Process



The following seven steps outline a simple and effective
strategy for finding information for a research paper and
documenting the sources you find. Depending on your
topic and your familiarity with the library, you may need to
rearrange or recycle these steps. Adapt this outline to your
needs.

Step 1: Identify and Develop Your Topic

State your topic idea as a question. For example, if you are
interested in finding out about use of alcoholic beverages
by college students, you might pose the question, “What
effect does use of alcoholic beverages have on the health
of college students?” Identify the main concepts or
keywords in your question. In this case they are alcoholic
beverages, health, and college students.

Step 2: Find Background Information

After you identify your research topic and some keywords
that describe it, find and read articles in subject
encyclopedias, dictionaries, and handbooks. These articles
will help you understand the context (historical, cultural,
disciplinary) of your topic. They are the foundation
supporting further research. The most common background
sources are subject encyclopedias and dictionaries from
our print and online reference collection. Class
textbooks also provide definitions of terms and background
information.

Look up your keywords in the indexes to subject
encyclopedias. Read articles in these encyclopedias to set
the context for your research. Note any relevant items in
the bibliographies at the end of the encyclopedia articles.

491
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Additional background information may be found in your
lecture notes, textbooks, and reserve readings.

{ TIP: EXPLOIT BIBLIOGRAPHIES w

* Read the background information and note any
useful sources (books, journals, magazines,
etc.) listed in the bibliography at the end of the
encyclopedia article or dictionary entry. The
sources cited in the bibliography are good
starting points for further research.

» Look up these sources in our catalogs and
periodical databases. Check the subject
headings listed in the subject field of the online
record for these books and articles. Then do
subject searches using those subject headings to
locate additional titles.

* Remember that many of the books and articles
you find will themselves have bibliographies.
Check these bibliographies for additional useful
resources for your research.

By using this technique of routinely following up on
sources cited in bibliographies, you can generate a
surprisingly large number of books and articles on your
topic in a relatively short time.

Step 3: Use Catalogs to Find Books and Media

Use guided keyword searching to find materials by topic or
subject. Print or write down the citation (author, title,etc.)
and the location information (call number and library).
Note the circulation status. When you pull the book from
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the shelf, scan the bibliography for additional sources.
Watch for book-length bibliographies and annual reviews
on your subject; they list citations to hundreds of books and
articles in one subject area.

“w INH

mi D'Agostino, "The Later Hemingway "
in Hemingway: a collection of critical essays,
edited by Robert Weaks, (Englewood Cliff};,
Prentice-Hall, 1962).

A YouTube element has been excluded from this version of
the text. You can view it online here:
https://composingourselvesandourworld.pressbooks.com/
?p=658

Step 4: Use Indexes to Find Periodical Articles

Use periodical indexes and abstracts to find citations to
articles. The indexes and abstracts may be in print or
computer-based formats or both. Choose the indexes and
format best suited to your particular topic; ask at the
reference desk of your library if you need help figuring out
which index and format will be best.


https://composingourselvesandourworld.pressbooks.com/?p=658#pb-interactive-content
https://composingourselvesandourworld.pressbooks.com/?p=658#pb-interactive-content
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You can find periodical articles by the article author, title,
or keyword by using periodical indexes. If the full text
is not linked in the index you are using, write down the
citation from the index and search for the title of the
periodical in your library’s catalog.

Step 5: Find Internet Resources

Use search engines. Check to see if your class has a
bibliography or research guide created by librarians. Some
search tools include:

 Search Engines — Comparison table of
recommended search engines; how search
engines work

 Subject Directories — Table comparing some of
the best human-selected collections of web

pages
* Meta-Search Engines — Use at your own risk:

not recommended as a substitute for directly
using search engines

+ Invisible Web — What it is, how to find it, and its
inherent ambiguity (searchable databases on the
Web)

Step 6: Evaluate What You Find

Critically Analyzing Information Sources
Initial Appraisal

Author


http://www.lib.berkeley.edu/TeachingLib/Guides/Internet/SearchEngines.html
http://www.lib.berkeley.edu/TeachingLib/Guides/Internet/SubjDirectories.html
http://www.lib.berkeley.edu/TeachingLib/Guides/Internet/MetaSearch.html
http://www.lib.berkeley.edu/TeachingLib/Guides/Internet/InvisibleWeb.html

Composing Ourselves 495

1. What are the author’s credentials—institutional
affiliation (where he or she works), educational
background, past writings, or experience? Is the
book or article written on a topic in the author’s
area of expertise? You can use the various Who’s
Who publications for the U.S. and other
countries and for specific subjects and the
biographical information located in the
publication itself to help determine the author’s
affiliation and credentials.

2. Has your instructor mentioned this author? Have
you seen the author’s name cited in other
sources or bibliographies? Respected authors are
cited frequently by other scholars. For this
reason, always note those names that appear in
many different sources.

3. Is the author associated with a reputable
institution or organization? What are the basic
values or goals of the organization or
institution?

Date of Publication

1. When was the source published? This date is
often located on the face of the title page below
the name of the publisher. If it is not there, look
for the copyright date on the reverse of the title
page. On Web pages, the date of the last revision
is usually at the bottom of the home page,
sometimes every page.

2. Is the source current or out-of-date for your
topic? Topic areas of continuing and rapid
development, such as the sciences, demand
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more current information. On the other hand,
topics in the humanities often require material
that was written many years ago. At the other
extreme, some news sources on the Web now
note the hour and minute that articles are posted
on their site.

Edition or Revision

Is this a first edition of this publication or not? Further
editions indicate a source has been revised and updated
to reflect changes in knowledge, include omissions, and
harmonize with its intended reader’s needs. Also, many
printings or editions may indicate that the work has become
a standard source in the area and is reliable. If you are using
a Web source, do the pages indicate revision dates?

Publisher

Note the publisher. If the source is published by a
university press, it is likely to be scholarly. Although the
fact that the publisher is reputable does not necessarily
guarantee quality, it does show that the publisher may have
high regard for the source being published.

Title of Journal

Is this a scholarly or a popular journal? This distinction
is important because it indicates different levels of
complexity in conveying ideas. If you need help in
determining the type of journal, see Distinguishing
Scholarly from Non-Scholarly Periodicals. Or you may
wish to check your journal title in the latest edition
of Katz’s Magazines for Libraries (Olin Ref Z 6941 .K21,



http://olinuris.library.cornell.edu/ref/research/skill20.html
http://olinuris.library.cornell.edu/ref/research/skill20.html

Composing Ourselves 497

shelved at the reference desk) for a brief evaluative
description.

Critical Analysis of the Content
Content Analysis

Having made an initial appraisal, you should now examine
the body of the source. Read the preface to determine the
author’s intentions for the book. Scan the table of contents
and the index to get a broad overview of the material it
covers. Note whether bibliographies are included. Read
the chapters that specifically address your topic. Reading
the article abstract and scanning the table of contents of a
journal or magazine issue is also useful. As with books,
the presence and quality of a bibliography at the end of
the article may reflect the care with which the authors have
prepared their work.

Intended Audience

What type of audience is the author addressing? Is the
publication aimed at a specialized or a general audience? Is
this source too elementary, too technical, too advanced, or
just right for your needs?

Objective Reasoning

1. Is the information covered fact, opinion, or
propaganda? It is not always easy to separate
fact from opinion. Facts can usually be verified;
opinions, though they may be based on factual
information, evolve from the interpretation of
facts. Skilled writers can make you think their
interpretations are facts.
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2. Does the information appear to be valid and
well-researched, or is it questionable and
unsupported by evidence? Assumptions should
be reasonable. Note errors or omissions.

3. Are the ideas and arguments advanced more or
less in line with other works you have read on
the same topic? The more radically an author
departs from the views of others in the same
field, the more carefully and critically you
should scrutinize his or her ideas.

4. Is the author’s point of view objective and
impartial? Is the language free of emotion-
arousing words and bias?

Coverage

1. Does the work update other sources, substantiate
other materials you have read, or add new
information? Does it extensively or marginally
cover your topic? You should explore enough
sources to obtain a variety of viewpoints.

2. Is the material primary or secondary in nature?
Primary sources are the raw material of the
research process. Secondary sources are based
on primary sources. For example, if you were
researching Konrad Adenauer’s role in
rebuilding West Germany after World War 11,
Adenauer’s own writings would be one of many
primary sources available on this topic. Others
might include relevant government documents
and contemporary German newspaper articles.
Scholars use this primary material to help
generate historical interpretations—a secondary
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source. Books, encyclopedia articles, and
scholarly journal articles about Adenauer’s role
are considered secondary sources. In the
sciences, journal articles and conference
proceedings written by experimenters reporting
the results of their research are primary
documents. Choose both primary and secondary
sources when you have the opportunity.

Writing Style

Is the publication organized logically? Are the main points
clearly presented? Do you find the text easy to read, or is it
stilted or choppy? Is the author’s argument repetitive?

Evaluative Reviews

1. Locate critical reviews of books in a reviewing
source, such as Summon’s Advanced
Search, Book Review Index, Book Review
Digest, and ProQuest Research Library. Is the
review positive? Is the book under review
considered a valuable contribution to the field?
Does the reviewer mention other books that
might be better? If so, locate these sources for
more information on your topic.

2. Do the various reviewers agree on the value or
attributes of the book or has it aroused
controversy among the critics?

3. For Web si