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About the Book

Writing in College is designed for students who have largely mastered high-school level
conventions of formal academic writing and are now moving beyond the five-paragraph
essay to more advanced engagement with text. It is well suited to composition courses or
first-year seminars and valuable as a supplemental or recommended text in other writing-
intensive classes. It provides a friendly, down-to-earth introduction to professors’ goals and
expectations, demystifying the norms of the academy and how they shape college writing
assignments. Each of the nine chapters can be read separately, and each includes suggested
exercises to bring the main messages to life.

Students will find in Writing in College a warm invitation to join the academic community as
novice scholars and to approach writing as a meaningful medium of communication. With
concise discussions, clear multidisciplinary examples, and empathy for the challenges of
student life, Guptill conveys a welcoming tone. In addition, each chapter includes Student
Voices: peer-to-peer wisdom from real SUNY Brockport students about their strategies for
and experiences with college writing.

While there are many affordable writing guides available, most focus only on sentence-level
issues or, conversely, a broad introduction to making the transition. Writing In College, in
contrast, provides both a coherent frame for approaching writing assignments and indis-
pensable advice for effective organization and expression.

About the Author

Amy Guptill is an Associate Professor of Sociology at The College at Brockport, SUNY
where she has a joint appointment with the Delta College Program, an alternative inter-
disciplinary General Education option. Her research focuses on spatial and structural shifts
in agriculture and food systems with recent work on innovative agricultural marketing. She
teaches courses in the sociology of food, development and globalization, community and
social change, social statistics and college writing. In addition to Writing In College: From
Competence to Excellence, and she is the coauthor of a recent college textbook entitled Food
& Society: Principles and Paradoxes (Malden, MA: Polity, 2012).



Reviewer's Notes

Writing in College: From Competence to Excellence assists well-prepared high school students
as they transition to college writing, helping them understand how they, as young indepen-
dent scholars, fit into the university and can improve their writing to succeed in their new
environment. Focusing on the argument-driven essay, Guptill guides beginning college
students through the sometimes arcane practices of the academy and does so with warmth,
enthusiasm, and humor. The textbook takes students through deciphering assignments, de-
veloping sophisticated arguments, finding and using appropriate sources, and some basics
of paragraphing, sentence structure, and style. Instructors will find this textbook to be a
handy tool for explaining the argument-driven essay and reference for addressing common
college-level writing issues. With a diverse range of examples, useful references to other
sources, and purposeful exercises, Writing in College focuses on developing students’ skills
in practical ways—and helps students understand why their instructors have them do what

they do.

Jennifer Haytock is professor and chair in the English Department at the College at Brockport,
SUNY.

About Open SUNY Textbooks

Open SUNY Textbooks is an open access textbook publishing initiative established by
State University of New York libraries and supported by SUNY Innovative Instruction
Technology Grants. This initiative publishes high-quality, cost-effective course resources
by engaging faculty as authors and peer-reviewers, and libraries as publishing service and
infrastructure.

'The pilot launched in 2012, providing an editorial framework and service to authors, stu-
dents and faculty, and establishing a community of practice among libraries.

Participating libraries in the 2012-2013 pilot include SUNY Geneseo, College at Brock-
port, College of Environmental Science and Forestry, SUNY Fredonia, Upstate Medical
University, and University at Buffalo, with support from other SUNY libraries and SUNY
Press. The 2013-2014 pilot will add more titles in 2015. More information can be found at
http://textbooks.opensuny.org.
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Chapter 1

Really? Writing? Again?

Yes. Writing. Again.

Obviously you can write. And in the age of Facebook and smartphones, you might be
writing all the time, perhaps more often than speaking. Many students today are awash in
text like no other generation before. You may have even performed so well in high school
that youre deemed fully competent in college level writing and are now excused from
taking a composition course.

So why spend yet more time and attention on writing skills? Research shows that deliberate
practice—that is, close focus on improving one’s skills—makes all the difference in how
one performs. Revisiting the craft of writing—especially on the early end of college—will
improve your writing much more than simply producing page after page in the same old
way. Becoming an excellent communicator will save you a lot of time and hassle in your
studies, advance your career, and promote better relationships and a higher quality of life off
the job. Honing your writing is a good use of your scarce time.

Also consider this: a recent survey of employers conducted by the Association of American
Colleges and Universities found that 89 percent of employers say that colleges and univer-
sities should place more emphasis on “the ability to effectively communicate orally and in
writing.” It was the single-most favored skill in this survey. In addition, several of the other
valued skills are grounded in written communication: “Critical thinking and analytical
reasoning skills” (81%); “The ability to analyze and solve complex problems” (75%); and
“The ability to locate, organize, and evaluate information from multiple sources” (68%). This
emphasis on communication probably reflects the changing reality of work in the profes-
sions. Employers also reported that employees will have to “take on more responsibilities,”
“use a broader set of skills,” “work harder to coordinate with other departments,” face “more
complex” challenges, and mobilize “higher levels of learning and knowledge.” If you want

! Hart Research Associates, Raising the Bar: Employers’ Views on College Learning in the Wake of the
Economic Downturn, http://www.aacu.org/leap/documents/2009_EmployerSurvey.pdf, 9.
2 TIbid., 5.
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to be a professional who interacts frequently with others>—presumably you do; you're in
college—you have to be someone who can anticipate and solve complex problems and

coordinate your work with others,* all of which depend on effective communication.

Writing is one of the most important skills to our society, and it almost
always has been. Having the ability to write is what separates history from
pre-history! That’s a pretty big deal! Because most professors have dif-
ferent expectations, it can be tricky knowing what exactly they’re looking
for. Pay attention to the comments they leave on your paper, and make
sure to use these as a reference for your next assignment. I try to pay at-
tention and adapt to the professor’s style and preferences.

Aly Button

The pay-off from improving your writing comes much sooner than graduation. Suppose
you complete about 40 classes for a 120-credit bachelors’ degree, and—averaging across
writing-intensive and non-writing-intensive courses—you produce about 2500 words of
tormal writing per class. Even with that low estimate, you'll write 100,000 words over your
college career. That’s about equivalent to a 330-page book. Spending a few hours sharpening
your writing skills will make those 100,000 words much easier and more rewarding to
write. All of your professors care about good writing, whether or not they see their courses
as a means to improve it. Formal written work is the coin of the academic realm. Creating
and sharing knowledge—the whole point of the academy—depends on writing. You may
have gotten a lot of positive feedback on your writing before college, but it’s important to
note that writing in college is distinct in ways that reflect the origins of higher education.

The origins of higher education

College may look and feel similar to high school, and, for the most part, you already know
how to perform your student role within this setting. However, there are some fundamental
differences. The most obvious ones are that high school is mandatory (to a certain point),
freely available, and a legal right. They have to offer you the opportunity, regardless of your
grades. College is optional, costly, and performance-based. Most institutions will dismiss
you if your grades don’t meet a certain minimum. But college is different in more subtle
ways as well, and those difterences reflect the evolution of the university.

In their original ancient and medieval forms, universities were centers for scholarship, ex-
isting at the pleasure of the crown, church, or state. While centers of study go at least back
to ancient Mesopotamia 2500 years BCE, the Islamic and European universities of the first
and second millennium CE are usually considered the first of the modern model. Highly
privileged people went to these universities as students, but they didn’t really attend classes,

> If you don’t want to be as interactive, but you want to make good money, you're better off
seeking training in a skilled building trade like plumbing or electrical work. Frankly, a lot of
plumbers make more money than a lot of your professors!

* Hart Research Associates, Iz Takes More Than a Major: Employer Priorities for College Learning
and Student Success. http://www.aacu.org/sites/default/files/files/LEAP/2013 EmployerSurvey.pdf.
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write papers, and take exams like college students today. Instead they acted as independent,
though novice, scholars: they read everything they could find in their areas of interest,
attended lectures that expert scholars gave, and, if they were lucky (and perhaps charming),
got some feedback from those scholars on their own work or assisted scholars in theirs.’
Students were simply the most junior of scholars at a university, enjoying the extraordinary
privilege of interacting with the revered academic superstars of their day.

Obviously, colleges and universities today are much more student-centered,® and most
higher education faculty spend most of their time carefully crafting educational experiences
for students. But the notion of the university as a center for scholarship and exchange still
shapes how colleges and universities operate today. Some points:

1. Professors are scholars and artists: Most of your professors have had little to no formal
training in pedagogy (the science of teaching). They’re extensively trained in their
scholarly or creative fields, well versed in relevant theories, methods, and significant
findings. Many taught during graduate school, but most come to their jobs relative
novices about teaching. Professors apply themselves to the craft of teaching with
the same creative and intellectual fervor that drew them into their fields. They
attend conferences and presentations about effective teaching and learning (such
as The Lilly Conference, the AAC&U, or the American Educational Research As-
sociation), keep journals and portfolios to reflect on their teaching work, and read

books and articles about cognitive neuroscience, trends in higher education, and
the social worlds of their students. There are some professors who still see them-
selves in the classical model—as someone who delivers content through lectures
and assesses performance through a final exam or term paper, but that approach
is becoming ever rarer. Almost all professors seek out innovative and engaging

pedagogies.

2. Professors have competing obligations: While you may view your professors primarily
as teachers,” your instructors are also collecting data, writing books and articles,
making films, writing poetry, consulting with businesses and organizations, or in-
venting things. Even those who spend a majority of their time on teaching think of
themselves as scholars or artists who a/so teach.® Scholarship and creative activity
are central ways that colleges and universities serve society. In addition to educated
graduates, higher education also produces ideas, findings, and innovations. High

> You may have noticed that some instructors have the title “assistant professor” or “associate
professor.” It’s because in the original European model there could be only one “Professor” for a
given topic, and those other titles were developed for younger scholars. Nowadays most universities
have several “professors.” Many newer faculty are still called “assistant professors” even though they
don't assist other faculty.

6 As students became a larger and larger presence at European universities, “colleges” emerged

as semi-autonomous units within universities to provide housing, meals, and venues for social
interaction. The model of the stand-alone “college” emerged in the Americas after European
colonization.

7 At big research universities, a full-time faculty member might teach only one or two

courses a year. At a community college, an instructor might teach five or six classes a semester.
Undergraduate four-year colleges are usually somewhere in between.

8 'This is why some instructors are VERY persnickety about being addressed as “Doctor” or
“Professor” and not “Mr.” or “Ms.” Not all fields have doctoral degrees—for example, many
professors in the arts have MFA degrees (Masters of Fine Arts) -- but “Professor” is always an
appropriate choice for addressing your instructors.

Really? Writing? Again?|3


http://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d11/tables/dt11_265.asp
http://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d11/tables/dt11_265.asp
http://lillyconferences.com/
http://www.aacu.org/meetings/index.cfm
http://www.aera.net/
http://www.aera.net/
http://www.suny.edu/powerofsuny/

Writing in College: From Competence to Excellence Guptill

school teachers, though similarly engaged in the craft of teaching, have much more
formal training in instruction and are more likely to see themselves primarily as
teachers, even those that are writing magazine articles, restoring wetland ecologies,
or composing music on the side.

3. Professors design their own classes: While both college professors and high school
teachers teach, one condition of their work is substantially different. Most high
school teachers in public school systems are contractually obligated to deliver
a particular curriculum and, in some cases, to use particular methods to do so.
The topics and materials are often determined by state regulators, local boards of
education, and school administrators. There is room for innovation, but under the
current mania for standards, many teachers are no longer treated (and respected)
like craftspersons in their own right. Higher education instructors still have a lot
more latitude than their high-school counterparts. Your instructor may be required
to cover particular concepts and skills or even assign a particular textbook, espe-
cially if one class is a prerequisite to more advanced classes. However, he or she still
has a lot of freedom to determine what students should learn, what they will do to
learn it, and how their achievements will be measured. As a result, two different
sections of the same college course (such as Ancient World History) could differ
dramatically, much more so than two parallel high school sections.

4. Students drive their own learning: 'The assumption behind high-school instruction
is that the teacher is the engine of learning. Consequently, a lot of time is spent in
direct face-to-face instruction. Homework is for further practice to reinforce mate-
rial from that day. Teachers will often tell students what each night’s homework
assignment is, follow up on missing work, and closely track students’ progress. The
assumption behind college instruction, in contrast, is that students are the engine
of learning, and that most of the significant learning happens outside of class while
students are working through a dense reading or other challenging intellectual task
on their own. Most college classes meet only 1-3 times a week for a total of about 3
hours. Consequently, college instructors think of class meetings as an opportunity
to prepare you for the heavy-lifting that you’ll be doing on your own. Sometimes
that involves direct instruction (how to solve a particular kind of problem or ana-
lyze a particular kind of text). More often, though, professors want to provide you
with material not contained in the reading or facilitate active learning experiences
based on what you read. The assumption is that all students—like their medieval
counterparts—have the skill and self-motivation to carefully read all the assigned
texts. Professors lay out a path for learning—much like how personal trainers de-
velop exercise routines—but it is up to students (and athletes) to do the difficult
work themselves.

While university systems have clearly shifted toward student-centered practices, colleges

and universities still see themselves as communities of scholars, some senior (i.e., faculty),
most junior (i.e., students). Your professors are passionate about their fields, and they want
to share their excitement with you as effectively as they can. However, they also know that
you came to them on a voluntary basis, and they fully expect you to take complete responsi-
bility for your own learning.
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College writing is different

'The origins of the university help explain why even skilled wordsmiths benefit from studying
the assumptions and expectations behind college-level writing. College is a fundamen-

tally different educational model; as a result the purposes and expectations for writing are
different. You have learned many of the essential skills and practices of formal written com-
munication throughout your schooling; now it’s time to take your writing a step further.

By the end of high school you probably mastered many of the key conventions of standard
academic English such as paragraphing, sentence-level mechanics, and the use of thesis
statements. The essay portion of the SAT measures important skills such as organizing

evidence within paragraphs that relate to a clear, consistent thesis, and choosing words and
sentence structures to effectively convey your meaning. These practices are foundational,
and your teachers have given you a wonderful gift in helping you master them. However,
college writing assignments require you to apply those skills to new intellectual challenges.
Professors assign papers because they want you to think rigorously and deeply about im-
portant questions in their fields. To your instructors, writing is for working out complex
ideas, not just explaining them. A paper that would earn a top score on the SAT might only
geta C or D in a college class if it doesn’t show original and ambitious thinking.

Professors look at you as independent junior scholars and imagine you writing as someone
who has a genuine, driving interest in tackling a complex question. They envision you ap-
proaching an assignment without a pre-existing thesis. They expect you to look deep into
the evidence, consider several alternative explanations, and work out an original, insightful
argument that you actually care about. This kind of scholarly approach usually entails

writing a rough draft, through which you work out an ambitious thesis and the scope of
your argument,’ and then starting over with a wholly rewritten second draft containing
a mostly complete argument anchored by a refined thesis. In that second round, you’ll
discover holes in the argument that should be remedied, counter-arguments that should
be acknowledged and addressed, and important implications that should be noted. When
the paper is substantially complete, you'll go through it again to tighten up the writing and
ensure clarity.!” Writing a paper isn't about getting the “right answer” and adhering to basic
conventions; it’s about joining an academic conversation with something original to say,
borne of rigorous thought.

My own experience as an instructor indicates that few students approach writing college
papers in the way that professors envision. Many students first figure out what they want to
say and then (and only then) write it down as clearly (and quickly) as they can. One quick
round of proof-reading and they’re done. Many students have a powerful distaste for truly
revising (i.e., actually rewriting) a paper because it feels like throwing away hard-won text.
Consequently, when students are invited or required to revise an essay, they tend to focus
on correcting mechanical errors, making a few superficial changes that do not entail any
rethinking or major changes. Professors find that tendency incredibly frustrating. Some
instructors craft an assignment sequence to force a true revising process; others leave it up

? 'The term of art for this, coined by novelist and memoirist Anne Lamott is “shitty first drafts.”
“Zero draft” is a more polite term for it.

10 Most parts of this book, for example, took about four drafts to write even though they’re based
on lecture notes that I've been developing for years.
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to you. Virtually all shape their expectations for the final project around the idea that youre
writing to learn, writing to develop, writing to think—not just writing to express.

On my first college paper, I was scared. I did not know what to expect or
what my professor would want. All I kept thinking about was whether
or not I would get a good grade. But do not fear! At the end of the day,
I talked to my professor about how I could better my writing. Professors
love to be asked questions and interact with students. If you ever need
help, do not hesitate to ask for advice on how you could do better.

Timothée Pizarro

Another major impact of this shift to a junior-scholar role is that you not only have to learn
to write like a scholar, you also have to learn to write like a political scientist, a chemist,
an art historian, and a statistician—sometimes all in the same semester. While most of the
conventions of academic writing are common across disciplines, there is some variation.

Your professors—immersed as they are in their own fields—may forget that you have such
varied demands, and they may not take class time to explain the particular conventions of
their field. For every new field of study, you're like a traveler visiting a foreign culture and
learning how to get along. Locals will often do you the kindness of explaining something,
but you’ll have to sleuth out a lot of things on your own.

So what do professors want?

At one time or another, most students will find themselves frustrated by a professor’s re-
calcitrant refusal to simply “Tell us what you want!” It’s a natural feeling and, at times, a
legitimate one. While all professors want to set you up to succeed, they may find their
expectations hard to articulate, in part because they struggle to remember what it’s like
to be a beginner in the field. Often, however, the bigger and better reason that professors
won't just tell you what to do is that there simply isn't a particular “answer” they want you to
give in the paper. They want to see your own ambitious and careful analysis. Some students
assume that they should be able to envision a paper and its thesis within minutes of re-
ceiving the assignment; if not, they complain that the assignment is unclear. Other students
assume that every professor has a completely different set of expectations and, consequently,
conclude that writing papers is just an unavoidable guessing game about entirely subjective
and idiosyncratic standards. Neither of those assumptions are true. Good, well constructed
writing assignments are supposed to be challenging to write, and professors are, above all,
looking for your own self-motivated intellectual work.

Despite some variations by discipline, college instructors are bringing similar standards to
evaluating student work. Recently, the Association of American Colleges and Universi-
ties has brought together faculty members from across the country to deliberate on the
core knowledge and skills that define liberal arts education. They have also worked out

benchmarks of success, as summarized in a rubric for written communication. Check it
out! While few instructors are sitting down with the AAC&U rubric to determine grades
on papers, you can be confident that these are the kinds of things almost all professors are
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looking for. The language of the “capstone” column illustrates especially well the scholarly
mindset and independent work habits they expect students to bring to their work:

“thorough understanding of context, audience, and purpose,”
“mastery of the subject,”

“detailed attention” to writing conventions,

“skillful use of high-quality, credible, relevant sources,” and

“graceful language.”

Professors want to see that you've thought through a problem and taken the time and effort
to explain your thinking in precise language.

'The following chapters in this book seek to concretize these ideas. They begin with the most
fundamental issues (the purpose of the assignment and the thesis), move through organiza-
tional strategies, and end with sentence-level expression. The expectations laid out here may
seem daunting—and perhaps unreasonable, given that very few of you are going to follow
your professors into academic life. But communication isn’t just about expressing yourself;
it’s about connecting with others. And it’s other people—in families, couples, communities,
and workplaces—that shape the most important experiences of your life.

Don't get discouraged! On my first college paper I got a very low grade.
It felt like a slap in the face because I was a straight-A student in high
school. It’s just a fact of life. Talk to your professor about what you could
have done differently. This will help you be better prepared for future

papers.
Kaethe Leonard

Other resources

1. Tbe Transition to College Writing 2nd ed. (New York: Norton, 2009), by Keith
Hjortshoj (pronounced “Hort-shoy”) is written expressly for the new college stu-

dent. It offers a nicely plain-spoken and comprehensive introduction to college
writing.
2. 'This online text (also called “Writing In College”) by Joseph M. Williams and

Lawrence McEnerney provides another good process-based run-down.

3. 'This fun website summarizes the daily routines of some famous writers.

Exercises

1. Interview a professor about his or her work. What drew them into their field?
What do they work on in their scholarly or creative endeavors? What do they most
enjoy about teaching? What behaviors do they like to see in students?
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2. Go to Professor Stephen Chew’s website about good study practices and watch the
first video titled “Beliefs that Make You Fail ... or Succeed.” How can the concept
of metacognition be used to explain why good papers are challenging to write?
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Chapter 2

What Does the Professor
Want? Understanding the
Assignment

Writing for whom? Writing for what?

'The first principle of good communication is knowing your audience. This is where writing

papers for class gets kind of weird. As Peter Elbow explains':

When you write for a teacher you are usually swimming against the stream of
natural communication. The natural direction of communication is to explain what
you understand to someone who doesn’t understand it. But in writing an essay
for a teacher your task is usually to explain what you are still engaged in trying to
understand to someone who understands it better.

Often when you write for an audience of one, you write a letter or email. But college papers
aren’t written like letters; they’re written like articles for a hypothetical group of readers that
you don't actually know much about. There’s a fundamental mismatch between the real-life
audience and the form your writing takes. It’s kind of bizarre, really.

It helps to remember the key tenet of the university model: you're a junior scholar joining
the academic community. Academic papers, in which scholars report the results of their
research and thinking to one another, are the lifeblood of the scholarly world, carrying
useful ideas and information to all parts of the academic corpus. Unless there is a particular
audience specified in the assignment, you would do well to imagine yourself writing for
a group of peers who have some introductory knowledge of the field but are unfamiliar
with the specific topic youre discussing. Imagine them being interested in your topic but
also busy; try to write something that is well worth your readers’ time. Keeping an audi-
ence like this in mind will help you distinguish common knowledge in the field from that
which must be defined and explained in your paper. Understanding your audience like this

! Peter Elbow, Writing With Power: Techniques for Mastering the Writing Process (Oxford University
Press, 1981), 219.
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also resolve the audience mismatch that Elbow describes. As he notes, “You don’t write 7o
teachers, you write for them.”

Another basic tenet of good communication is clarifying the purpose of the communica-
tion and letting that purpose shape your decisions. Your professor wants to see you work
through complex ideas and deepen your knowledge through the process of producing the
paper. Each assignment—be it an argumentative paper, reaction paper, reflective paper, lab
report, discussion question, blog post, essay exam, project proposal, or what have you—is
ultimately about your learning. To succeed with writing assignments (and benefit from
them) you first have to understand their learning-related purposes. As you write for the
hypothetical audience of peer junior scholars, you're demonstrating to your professor how
far you've gotten in analyzing your topic.

Don't be scared whenever you are given an assignment. Professors know
what it was like to be in college and write all kinds of papers. They aren’t
trying to make your lives difficult, but it is their jobs to make us think and
ponder about many things. Take your time and enjoy the paper. Make
sure you answer the question being asked rather than rant on about
something that is irrelevant to the prompt.

Timothée Pizarro

Professors don't assign writing lightly. Grading student writing is generally the hardest,
most intensive work instructors do.> With every assignment they give you, professors assign
themselves many, many hours of demanding and tedious work that has to be completed
while they are also preparing for each class meeting, advancing their scholarly and creative
work, advising students, and serving on committees. Often, they’re grading your papers on
evenings and weekends because the conventional work day is already saturated with other
obligations. You would do well to approach every assignment by putting yourself in the
shoes of your instructor and asking yourself, “Why did she give me this assignment? How
does it fit into the learning goals of the course? Why is this question/topic/problem so
important to my professor that he is willing to spend evenings and weekends reading and
commenting on several dozen novice papers on it?”

As I briefly discussed in Chapter 1, most instructors do a lot to make their pedagogical
goals and expectations transparent to students: they explain the course learning goals asso-
ciated with assignments, provide grading rubrics in advance, and describe several strategies
for succeeding. Other professors ... not so much. Some students perceive more open-ended
assignments as evidence of a lazy, uncaring, or even incompetent instructor. Not so fast!
Professors certainly vary in the quantity and specificity of the guidelines and suggestions
they distribute with each writing assignment. Some professors make a point to give very
few parameters about an assignment—perhaps just a topic and a length requirement—and
they likely have some good reasons for doing so. Here are some possible reasons:

1. They figured it out themselves when they were students. Unsurprisingly, your instruc-
tors were generally successful students who relished the culture and traditions of
higher education so much that they strove to build an academic career. The current

2 Ibid., 220.
3 A lot of professors joke, “I teach for free. They pay me to grade.”
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emphasis on student-centered instruction is relatively recent; your instructors much

more often had professors who adhered to the classic model of college instruction:
they gave lectures together with, perhaps, one or two exams or papers. Students
were on their own to learn the lingo and conventions of each field, to identify the
key concepts and ideas within readings and lectures, and to sleuth out instructors’
expectations for written work. Learning goals, rubrics, quizzes, and preparatory
assignments were generally rare.

2. They think figuring it out yourself is good for you. Because your professors by and large
succeeded in a much less supportive environment, they appreciate how learning to

thrive in those conditions gave them life-long problem-solving skills. Many think
you should be able to figure it out yourself and that it would be good practice for
you to do so. Even those who do include a lot of guidance with writing assignments
sometimes worry that they’re depriving you of an important personal and intel-
lectual challenge. Figuring out unspoken expectations is a valuable skill in itself.

3. They’re egg-heads. As 1 explained in Chapter 1, many of your instructors have been
so immersed in their fields that they may struggle to remember what it was like
to encounter a wholly new discipline for the first time. The assumptions, practices,
and culture of their disciplines are like the air they breathe; so much so that it is
hard to describe to novices. They may assume that a verb like “analyze” is self-
evident, forgetting that it can mean very different things in different fields. As a
student, you voluntarily came to study with the scholars, artists, and writers at your
institution. Rightly or wrongly, the burden is ultimately on you to meet them where
they are.

4. Professors value academic freedom; that is, they firmly believe that their high-level

expertise in their fields grants them the privilege of deciding what is important to
focus on and how to approach it. As I also explain in Chapter 1, college professors
differ in this way from high school teachers who are usually obligated to address
a defined curriculum. Professors are often extremely wary of anything that seems
to threaten academic freedom. Some see specified learning goals and standardized

rubrics as the first step in a process that would strip higher education of its inde-
pendence, scholarly innovation, and sense of discovery. While a standardized set of
expectations and practices might make it easier to earn a degree, it’s also good to
consider the benefits of the more flexible and diversified model.

It is understandably frustrating when you feel you don’t know how to direct your efforts to
succeed with an assignment. However, except for rare egregious situations, you would do
well to assume the best of your instructor and to appreciate the diversity of learning op-
portunities you have access to in college. Like one first-year student told Keith Hjortshoj*,
“I think that every course, every assignment, is a different little puzzle I have to solve. What
do I need to do here?» When do I need to do it, and how long will it take? What does this
teacher expect of me?” The transparency that you get from some professors—along with
guides like this one—will be a big help to you in situations where you have to be scrappier
and more pro-active, piecing together the clues you get from your professors, the readings,
and other course documents.

* Keith Hjortshoj, The Transition to College Writing, 2nd Edition (New York: Norton, 2009), 4.
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The prompt: what does “analyze” mean
anyway?

Often, the handout or other written text explaining the assignment—what professors call the
assignment prompt—will explain the purpose of the assignment, the required parameters
(length, number and type of sources, referencing style, etc.), and the criteria for evaluation.
Sometimes, though—especially when you are new to a field—you will encounter the bat-
fling situation in which you comprehend every single sentence in the prompt but still have
absolutely no idea how to approach the assignment. No one is doing anything wrong in a
situation like that. It just means that further discussion of the assignment is in order. Here
are some tips:

1. Focus on the verbs. Look for verbs like “compare,” “explain,” “justify,” “reflect” or the
all-purpose “analyze.” You're not just producing a paper as an artifact; youre con-
veying, in written communication, some intellectual work you have done. So the
question is, what kind of thinking are you supposed to do to deepen your learning?

2. Put the assignment in context. Many professors think in terms of assignment se-
quences. For example, a social science professor may ask you to write about a
controversial issue three times: first, arguing for one side of the debate; second,
arguing for another; and finally, from a more comprehensive and nuanced perspec-
tive, incorporating text produced in the first two assignments. A sequence like that
is designed to help you think through a complex issue. Another common one is
a scaffolded research paper sequence: you first propose a topic, then prepare an
annotated bibliography, then a first draft, then a final draft, and, perhaps, a reflec-
tive paper. The preparatory assignments help ensure that you're on the right track,
beginning the research process long before the final due date, and taking the time
to consider recasting your thesis, finding additional sources, or reorganizing your

discussion.’

If the assignment isn't part of a sequence, think about where it falls in the semester,
and how it relates to readings and other assignments. Are there headings on the
syllabus that indicate larger units of material? For example, if you see that a paper
comes at the end of a three-week unit on the role of the Internet in organizational
behavior, then your professor likely wants you to synthesize that material in your
own way. You should also check your notes and online course resources for any
other guidelines about the workflow. Maybe you got a rubric a couple weeks ago
and forgot about it. Maybe your instructor posted a link about “how to make an
annotated bibliography” but then forgot to mention it in class.

3. Try a free-write. When I hand out an assignment, I often ask students to do a
five-minute or ten-minute free-write. A free-write is when you just write, without
stopping, for a set period of time. That doesn’t sound very “free;” it actually sounds
kind of coerced. The “free” part is what you write—it can be whatever comes to mind.
Professional writers use free-writing to get started on a challenging (or distasteful)

writing task or to overcome writers block or a powerful urge to procrastinate. The

> Most professors are perpetually frustrated with the “one-and-done” attitude that most students
bring to their work, and some sequences are specifically designed to force you to really rethink your
conclusions.
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idea is that if you just make yourself write, you can’t help but produce some kind
of useful nugget. Thus, even if the first eight sentences of your free write are all
variations on “I don’t understand this” or “I'd really rather be doing something
else,” eventually you'll write something like “I guess the main point of this is ...”
and—booyah!—you’re oft and running. As an instructor, I've found that asking
students to do a brief free-write right after I hand out an assignment generates
useful clarification questions. If your instructor doesn’t make time for that in class,
a quick free-write on your own will quickly reveal whether you need clarification
about the assignment and, often, what questions to ask.

4. Ask for clarification the right way. Even the most skillfully crafted assignments may

need some verbal clarification, especially because students’ familiarity with the field
can vary enormously. Asking for clarification is a good thing. Be aware, though,
that instructors get frustrated when they perceive that students want to skip doing
their own thinking and instead receive an exact recipe for an A paper. Go ahead
and ask for clarification, but try to convey that you want to learn and youre ready
to work.

In general, avoid starting a question with “Do we have to ...” because I can guar-
antee that your instructor is thinking, “You don’t hawve to do crap. You're an adult.
You chose college. You chose this class. You're free to exercise your right to fail.”
Similarly, avoid asking the professor about what he or she “wants.” You’re not per-
forming some service for the professor when you write a paper. What they “want”
is for you to really think about the material.

Potentially annoying

questions

Preferable alternatives

I don't get it. Can you explain
this more?

OR

What do you want us to do?

I see that we are comparing and contrasting these
two cases. What should be our focus? Their causes?
Their impacts? Their implications? All of those
things?

OR

I'm unfamiliar with how art historians analyze a
painting. Could you say more about what questions I
should have in mind to do this kind of analysis?

How many sources do we have
to cite?

Is there a typical range for the number of sources a
well written paper would cite for this assignment?

OR

Could you say more about what the sources are for?
Is it more that we’re analyzing these texts in this
paper, or are we using these texts to analyze some
other case?
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Potentially annoying

questions Preferable alternatives

What do I have to do to get an | Could I meet with you to get feedback on my
A on this paper? (pre-prepared) plans/outline/thesis/draft?
OR

I'm not sure how to approach this assignment. Are
there any good examples or resources you could

point me to?

Rubrics as road maps

If a professor provides a grading rubric with an assignment prompt, thank your lucky stars
(and your professor). If the professor took the trouble to prepare and distribute it, you
can be sure that he or she will use it to grade your paper. He or she may not go over it
in class, but it’s the clearest possible statement of what the professor is looking for in the
paper. If it’s wordy, it may seem like those online “terms and conditions” that we routinely
accept without reading. But you really should read it over carefully before you begin and
again as your work progresses. A lot of rubrics do have some useful specifics. Mine, for
example, often contain phrases like “makes at least six error-free connections to concepts or
ideas from the course,” or “gives thorough consideration to at least one plausible counter-
argument.” Even less specific criteria (such as “incorporates course concepts” and “considers
counter-arguments”) will tell you how you should be spending your writing time.

Even the best rubrics aren’t completely transparent. They simply can't be. Take, for example,
the AAC&U rubric discussed in Chapter 1. It has been drafted and repeatedly revised by a
multidisciplinary expert panel and tested multiple times on sample student work to ensure
reliability. But it is still seems kind of vague. What is the real difference between “demon-
strating a thorough understanding of context, audience, and purpose” and “demonstrating

adequate consideration” of the same? It depends on the specific context. So how can you
know whether you've done that? A big part of what you're learning, through feedback from
your professors, is to judge the quality of your writing for yourself. Your future bosses are
counting on that. At this point, it is better to think of rubrics as roadmaps, displaying your
destination, rather than a GPS system directing every move you make.

Behind any rubric is the essential goal of higher education: helping you take charge of
your own learning, which means writing like an independently motivated scholar. Are you
tasked with proposing a research paper topic? Don't just tell the professor what you want
to do, convince him or her of the salience of your topic, as if you were a scholar seeking
grant money. Is it a reflection paper? Then outline both the insights you've gained and the
intriguing questions that remain, as a scholar would. Are you writing a thesis-driven ana-
lytical paper? Then apply the concepts you've learned to a new problem or situation. Write
as if your scholarly peers around the country are eagerly awaiting your unique insights.
Descriptors like “thoroughness” or “mastery” or “detailed attention” convey the vision of
student writers making the time and rigorous mental effort to offer something new to the
ongoing, multi-stranded academic conversation. What your professor wants, in short, is

critical thinking.
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What's critical about critical thinking?

Critical thinking is one of those terms that has been used so often and in so many different
ways that if often seems meaningless. It also makes one wonder, is there such a thing as
uncritical thinking? If you aren’t thinking critically, then are you even thinking?

Despite the prevalent ambiguities, critical thinking actually does mean something. The
Association of American Colleges and Universities usefully defines it as “a habit of mind

characterized by the comprehensive exploration of issues, ideas, artifacts, and events before

accepting or formulating an opinion or conclusion.”

That definition aligns with the best description of critical thinking I ever heard; it came
from my junior high art teacher, Joe Bolger.” He once asked us, “What color is the ceiling?”
In that withering tween tone, we reluctantly replied, “Whiiiite.” He then asked, “What
color is it really?” We deigned to aim our pre-adolescent eyes upwards, and eventually began
to offer more accurate answers: “Ivory?” “Yellow-ish tan.” “It’s grey in that corner.” After
finally getting a few thoughtful responses, Mr. Bolger said something like, “Making good
art is about drawing what you see, not what you think you’re supposed to see.” The AAC&U
definition, above, essentially amounts to the same thing: taking a good look and deciding
what you really think rather than relying on the first idea or assumption that comes to mind.

The critical thinking rubric produced by the AAC&U describes the relevant activities of
critical thinking in more detail. To think critically, one must ...

(a) “clearly state and comprehensively describe the issue or problem”,
(b) “independently interpret and evaluate sources”,

(c) “thoroughly analyze assumptions behind and context of your own or others’
ideas”,

(d) “argue a complex position and one that takes counter-arguments into account,”
and

(e) “arrive at logical and well informed conclusions”.?

While you are probably used to providing some evidence for your claims, you can see that
college-level expectations go quite a bit further. When professors assign an analytical paper,
they don’t just want you to formulate a plausible-sounding argument. They want you to dig
into the evidence, think hard about unspoken assumptions and the influence of context,
and then explain what you really think and why.

Interestingly, the AAC&U defines critical thinking as a “habit of mind” rather than a dis-
crete achievement. And there are at least two reasons to see critical thinking as a craft or art
to pursue rather than a task to check off. First, the more you think critically, the better you
get at it. As you get more and more practice in closely examining claims, their underlying
logic, and alternative perspectives on the issue, it’ll begin to feel automatic. You’ll no longer
make or accept claims that begin with “Everyone knows that ...” or end with “That’s just

¢ Terrel Rhodes, ed., Assessing Outcomes and Improving Achievement: Tips and Tools for Using
Rubrics (Washington, DC: Association of American Colleges and Universities, 2010).

7 'Thank you, Mr. Bolger!

8 Tbid.
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human nature.” Second, just as artists and craftspersons hone their skills over a lifetime,
learners continually expand their critical thinking capacities, both through the feedback
they get from others and their own reflections. Artists of all kinds find satisfaction in con-

tinually seeking greater challenges. Continual reflection and improvement is part of the
craft.

As soon as I see the phrase “critical thinking,” the first thing I think is
more work. It always sounds as if you're going to have to think harder and
longer. But I think the AAC&U’s definition is on point, critical thinking
is a habit. Seeing that phrase shouldn’t be a scary thing because by this
point in many people’s college career this is an automatic response. I
never expect an answer to a question to be in the text; by now I realize that
my professors want to know what I have to say about something or what
I'have learned. In a paper or essay, the three-step thesis process explained
in Chapter 3 is a tool that will help you get this information across. While
you're doing the hard work (the thinking part), this formula offers you a
way to clearly state your position on a subject. It’s as simple as: make a
general statement, make an arguable statement, and finally, say why it
is important. This is my rule of thumb, and I would not want to start a
thesis-driven paper any other way!

Aly Button

Critical thinking is hard work. Even those who actively choose to do it experience it as
tedious, difficult, and sometimes surprisingly emotional. Nobel-prize winning psychologist
Daniel Kahneman explains that our brains aren’t designed to think; rather, they’re designed
to save us from having to think.” Our brains are great at developing routines and repertoires
that enable us to accomplish fairly complex tasks like driving cars, choosing groceries, and
having a conversation without thinking consciously and thoroughly about every move we
make. Kahneman calls this “fast thinking.” “Slow thinking,” which is deliberate and pains-
taking, is something our brains seek to avoid. That built-in tendency can lead us astray.
Kahneman and his colleagues often used problems like this one in experiments to gauge
how people used fast and slow thinking in different contexts:'

A bat and ball cost $1.10.
The bat costs one dollar more than the ball.

How much does the ball cost?

Most people automatically say the ball costs $0.10. However, if the bat costs $1 more, than
the bat would cost $1.10 leading to the incorrect total of $1.20.The ball costs $0.05. Kahn-
eman notes, “Many thousands of university students have answered the bat-and-ball puzzle,
and the results are shocking. More than 50% of students at Harvard, MIT, and Princeton
gave the intuitive—incorrect—answer.” These and other results confirm that “many people
are overconfident, prone to place too much faith in their intuitions.”*! Thinking critically—

? Daniel Kahneman, Thinking, Fast and Slow (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2011).

10 Tbid., 44.
1t Ibid., 45.
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thoroughly questioning your immediate intuitive responses—is difficult work, but every
organization and business in the world needs people who can do that effectively. Some
students assume that an unpleasant critical thinking experience means that they’re either
doing something wrong or that it’s an inherently uninteresting (and oppressive) activity.
While we all relish those times when we’re pleasantly absorbed in a complex activity (what
psychologist Mihaly Czikszentmihalyi calls “flow”?), the more tedious experiences can also

bring satisfaction, sort of like a good work-out.

Critical thinking can also be emotionally challenging, researchers have found. Facing a new
realm of uncertainty and contradiction without relying on familiar assumptions is inher-
ently anxiety-provoking because when you're doing it, you are, by definition, incompetent.
Recent research has highlighted that both children and adults need to be able to regulate
their own emotions in order to cope with the challenges of building competence in a new
area.” The kind of critical thinking your professors are looking for—that is, pursuing a
comprehensive, multi-faceted exploration in order to arrive at an arguable, nuanced argu-
ment—is inevitably a struggle and it may be an emotional one. Your best bet is to find ways

to make those processes as efficient, pleasant, and effective as you can.

The thing no one tells you when you get to college is that critical thinking
papers are professors’ favorites. College is all about learning how to think
individual thoughts so you'll have to do quite a few of them. Have no fear
though; they do get easier with time. The first step? Think about what you
want to focus on in the paper (aka your thesis) and go with it.

Kaethe Leonard

As Chapter 1 explains, the demands students face are not at all unique to their academic
pursuits. Professional working roles demand critical thinking, as 81% of major employers

reported in an AAC&U-commissioned survey'*, and it’s pretty easy to imagine how critical
thinking helps one make much better decisions in all aspects of life. Embrace it. And

just as athletes, artists, and writers sustain their energy and inspiration for hard work by
interacting with others who share these passions, look to others in the scholarly com-
munity—ryour professors and fellow students—to keep yourself engaged in these ongoing
intellectual challenges. While writing time is often solitary, it’s meant to plug you into a
vibrant academic community. What your professors want, overall, is for you to join them
in asking and pursuing important questions about the natural, social, and creative worlds.

Other resources

1. This website from the Capital Community College Foundation has some good

advice about overcoming writer’s block. And student contributor Aly Button rec-
ommends this funny clip from SpongeBob Squarepants.

2 Mihaly Czikszentmihalyi, Flow: The Psychology of Optimal Experience (New York: Harper &
Row, 1990).

13 Rosen, Jeffrey A., Elizabeth J. Glennie, Ben W. Dalton, Jean M. Lennon, and Robert N. Bozick.
Noncognitive Skills in the Classroom: New Perspectives on Educational Research. RTT International.

PO Box 12194, Research Triangle Park, NC 27709-2194, 2010.
14 Hart Research Associates, Raising the Bar, 9.
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2. 'The Foundation for Critical Thinking maintains a website with many useful articles
and tools.

3. The Online Writing Laboratory (OWL) at Purdue University is a wonderful set of
resources for every aspect of college writing. Especially germane to this chapter is
this summary of the most common types of writing assignments.

4. 'This website, BrainBashers.com offers logic puzzles and other brain-teasers for your
entertainment.

Exercises

1. Free-write on an assignment prompt. If you have one, do that one. If not, here’s one
to practice with:

A. “Please write a five-page paper analyzing the controversy surrounding geneti-

cally modified organisms (GMOs) in the food supply.”

B. What clarification questions would you like to ask your professor? What ad-
ditional background knowledge do you need to deeply understand the topic? What

are some starter ideas that could lead to a good thesis and intriguing argument?

2. Find a couple of sample student papers from online paper mills such as this one
(Google “free college papers”) and journals featuring excellent undergraduate
writing (such as this one from Cornell University), and use the AACEU rubric on
critical thinking to evaluate them. Which descriptor in each row most closely fits

the paper?
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Chapter 3

Constructing the Thesis and
Argument—From the Ground

Up

Moving beyond the five-paragraph theme

As an instructor, I've noted that a number of new (and sometimes not-so-new) students are
skilled wordsmiths and generally clear thinkers but are nevertheless stuck in a high-school
style of writing. They struggle to let go of certain assumptions about how an academic paper
should be. Chapter 1 points to the essay portion of the SAT as a representative artifact of the
writing skills that K-12 education imparts. Some students who have mastered that form,
and enjoyed a lot of success from doing so, assume that college writing is simply more of

the same. The skills that go into a very basic kind of essay—often called the five-paragraph
theme—are indispensable. If you're good at the five-paragraph theme, then you're good at
identifying a clear and consistent thesis, arranging cohesive paragraphs, organizing evi-
dence for key points, and situating an argument within a broader context through the intro
and conclusion.

In college you need to build on those essential skills. The five-paragraph theme, as such,
is bland and formulaic; it doesn’t compel deep thinking. Your professors are looking for
a more ambitious and arguable thesis, a nuanced and compelling argument, and real-life
evidence for all key points, all in an organically’ structured paper.

Figures 3.1 and 3.2 contrast the standard five-paragraph theme and the organic college
paper. The five-paragraph theme, outlined in Figure 3.1 is probably what you're used to:
the introductory paragraph starts broad and gradually narrows to a thesis, which readers
expect to find at the very end of that paragraph. In this idealized format, the thesis invokes
the magic number of three: three reasons why a statement is true. Each of those reasons is
explained and justified in the three body paragraphs, and then the final paragraph restates

! “Organic” here doesn’t mean “pesticide-free” or containing carbon; it means the paper grows and
develops, sort of like a living thing.
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the thesis before gradually getting broader. This format is easy for readers to follow, and it
helps writers organize their points and the evidence that goes with them. That’s why you
learned this format.

Figure 3.2, in contrast, represents a paper on the same topic that has the more organic
form expected in college. The first key difference is the thesis. Rather than simply positing
a number of reasons to think that something is true, it puts forward an arguable state-
ment: one with which a reasonable person might disagree. An arguable thesis gives the
paper purpose. It surprises readers and draws them in. You hope your reader thinks, “Huh.
Why would they come to that conclusion?” and then feels compelled to read on. The body
paragraphs, then, build on one another to carry out this ambitious argument. In the classic
five-paragraph theme (Figure 3.1) it hardly matters which of the three reasons you explain
first or second. In the more organic structure (Figure 3.2) each paragraph specifically leads
to the next.

"There are different kinds of medical treatment.”

Thesis: preventative medicine saves money,

reduces suffering, and saves lives.
- Reason 1: Preventative medicine saves money.

Reason 2: Preventative medicine reduces suffering.

Reason 3: Preventative medicine saves lives.

NIJ

ve shown that preventative medicine is important.’

“Medical advances will continue to be made.”

Figure 3.1, The five-paragraph “theme”

The last key difference is seen in the conclusion. Because the organic essay is driven by an
ambitious, non-obvious argument, the reader comes to the concluding section thinking
“OK, I'm convinced by the argument. What do you, author, make of it> Why does it
matter?” The conclusion of an organically structured paper has a real job to do. It doesn’t
just reiterate the thesis; it explains why the thesis matters.
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Setting up: what does the reader need to know?

Thesis: lack of preventative medicine shows we
need a whole new concept of health and wellness.

Here's what | mean by conventional medicine

Here's why convential medicine isn't set up for prevention

Here's what would have to happen to really do
preventative medicine right

Implications: we have to think broadly
(bringing thesis home)

In fact, we already see this shift happening

Figure 3.2, 'The organic college paper

The substantial time you spent mastering the five-paragraph form in Figure 3.1 was time
well spent; it’s hard to imagine anyone succeeding with the more organic form without the
organizational skills and habits of mind inherent in the simpler form. But if you assume
that you must adhere rigidly to the simpler form, you’re blunting your intellectual ambition.
Your professors will not be impressed by obvious theses, loosely related body paragraphs,
and repetitive conclusions. They want you to undertake an ambitious independent analysis,
one that will yield a thesis that is somewhat surprising and challenging to explain.

The three-story thesis: from the ground up

You have no doubt been drilled on the need for a thesis statement and its proper location
at the end of the introduction. And you also know that all of the key points of the paper
should clearly support the central driving thesis. Indeed, the whole model of the five-
paragraph theme hinges on a clearly stated and consistent thesis. However, some students
are surprised—and dismayed—when some of their early college papers are criticized for
not having a good thesis. Their professor might even claim that the paper doesn't have a
thesis when, in the author’s view it clearly does. So, what makes a good thesis in college?

1. A good thesis is non-obvious. High school teachers needed to make sure that you
and all your classmates mastered the basic form of the academic essay. Thus, they
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were mostly concerned that you had a clear and consistent thesis, even if it was
something obvious like “sustainability is important.” A thesis statement like that
has a wide-enough scope to incorporate several supporting points and concurring
evidence, enabling the writer to demonstrate his or her mastery of the five-para-
graph form. Good enough! When they can, high school teachers nudge students
to develop arguments that are less obvious and more engaging. College instructors,
though, fully expect you to produce something more developed.

2. A good thesis is arguable. In everyday life, “arguable” is often used as a synonym for
“doubtful.” For a thesis, though, “arguable” means that it’s worth arguing: it’s some-
thing with which a reasonable person might disagree. This arguability criterion
dovetails with the non-obvious one: it shows that the author has deeply explored a
problem and arrived at an argument that legitimately needs 3, 5, 10, or 20 pages to
explain and justify. In that way, a good thesis sets an ambitious agenda for a paper.
A thesis like “sustainability is important” isn't at all difficult to argue for, and the
reader would have little intrinsic motivation to read the rest of the paper. However,
an arguable thesis like “sustainability policies will inevitably fail if they do not
incorporate social justice,” brings up some healthy skepticism. Thus, the arguable
thesis makes the reader want to keep reading.

3. A good thesis is well specified. Some student writers fear that they’re giving away
the game if they specify their thesis up front; they think that a purposefully vague
thesis might be more intriguing to the reader. However, consider movie trailers:
they always include the most exciting and poignant moments from the film to at-
tract an audience. In academic papers, too, a well specified thesis indicates that the
author has thought rigorously about an issue and done thorough research, which
makes the reader want to keep reading. Don't just say that a particular policy is
effective or fair; say what makes it is so. If you want to argue that a particular claim
is dubious or incomplete, say why in your thesis.

4. A good thesis includes implications. Suppose your assignment is to write a paper about
some aspect of the history of linen production and trade, a topic that may seem
exceedingly arcane. And suppose you have constructed a well supported and cre-
ative argument that linen was so widely traded in the ancient Mediterranean that
it actually served as a kind of currency.? That’s a strong, insightful, arguable, well
specified thesis. But which of these thesis statements do you find more engaging?

Version A:

Linen served as a form of currency in the ancient Mediterranean world, connecting
rival empires through circuits of trade.

Version B:

Linen served as a form of currency in the ancient Mediterranean world, connecting
rival empires through circuits of trade. The economic role of linen raises important
questions about how shifting environmental conditions can influence economic
relationships and, by extension, political conflicts.

> For more see Fabio Lopez-Lazaro “Linen.” In Encyclopedia of World Trade from Ancient Times to
the Present. Armonk: M.E. Sharpe, 2005.
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Putting your claims in their broader context makes them more interesting to your reader
and more impressive to your professors who, after all, assign topics that they think have
enduring significance. Finding that significance for yourself makes the most of both your
paper and your learning.

How do you produce a good, strong thesis? And how do you know when you've gotten

there? Many instructors and writers find useful a metaphor based on this passage by Oliver
Wendell Holmes Sr.:?

There are one-story intellects, two-story intellects, and three-story intellects with
skylights. All fact collectors who have no aim beyond their facts are one-story
men. Two-story men compare, reason, generalize using the labor of fact collectors
as their own. Three-story men idealize, imagine, predict—their best illumination
comes from above the skylight.

One-story theses state inarguable facts. Two-story theses bring in an arguable (interpretive
or analytical) point. Three-story theses nest that point within its larger, compelling implica-
tions.*

The biggest benefit of the three-story metaphor is that it describes a process for building
a thesis. To build the first story, you first have to get familiar with the complex, relevant
facts surrounding the problem or question. You have to be able to describe the situation
thoroughly and accurately. Then, with that first story built, you can layer on the second story
by formulating the insightful, arguable point that animates the analysis. That’s often the
most effortful part: brainstorming, elaborating and comparing alternative ideas, finalizing
your point. With that specified, you can frame up the third story by articulating why the
point you make matters beyond its particular topic or case.

Thesis: that’s the word that pops at me whenever I write an essay. Seeing
this word in the prompt scared me and made me think to myself, “Oh
great, what are they really looking for?” or “How am I going to make a
thesis for a college paper?” When rehearing that I would be focusing
on theses again in a class, I said to myself, “Here we go again!” But after
learning about the three story thesis, I never had a problem with writing
another thesis. In fact, I look forward to being asked on a paper to create
a thesis.

Timothée Pizarro

For example, imagine you have been assigned a paper about the impact of online learning
in higher education. You would first construct an account of the origins and multiple forms
of online learning and assess research findings about its use and effectiveness. If you've done
that well, you'll probably come up with a well considered opinion that wouldn’t be obvious
to readers who haven't looked at the issue in depth. Maybe you’ll want to argue that online

3 Oliver Wendell Holmes Sr., Tbe Poet at the Breakfast Tuble (New York: Houghton & Mifflin,
1892),

* 'The metaphor is extraordinarily useful even though the passage is annoying. Beyond the sexist
language of the time, I don't appreciate the condescension toward “fact-collectors.” which reflects
a general modernist tendency to elevate the abstract and denigrate the concrete. In reality, data-
collection is a creative and demanding craft, arguably more important than theorizing.

Constructing the Thesis and Argument—From the Ground Up|23


http://slc.berkeley.edu/node/252
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/2666/2666-h/2666-h.htm
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/2666/2666-h/2666-h.htm

Writing in College: From Competence to Excellence Guptill

learning is a threat to the academic community. Or perhaps you’ll want to make the case
that online learning opens up pathways to college degrees that traditional campus-based
learning does not. In the course of developing your central, argumentative point, you'll
come to recognize its larger context; in this example, you may claim that online learning can
serve to better integrate higher education with the rest of society, as online learners bring
their educational and career experiences together. To outline this example:

* First story: Online learning is becoming more prevalent and takes many different
forms.

* Second story: While most observers see it as a fransformation of higher education,
online learning is better thought of an extension of higher education in that it
reaches learners who aren’t disposed to participate in traditional campus-based
education.

* Third story: Online learning appears to be a promising way to better integrate
higher education with other institutions in society, as online learners integrate their
educational experiences with the other realms of their life, promoting the freer flow
of ideas between the academy and the rest of society.

Here’s another example of a three-story thesis:®

* First story: Edith Wharton did not consider herself a modernist writer, and she
didn’t write like her modernist contemporaries.

* Second story: However, in her work we can see her grappling with both the ques-
tions and literary forms that fascinated modernist writers of her era. While not an
avowed modernist, she did engage with modernist themes and questions.

* Third story: 'Thus, it is more revealing to think of modernism as a conversation
rather than a category or practice.

Here’s one more example:

* First story: Scientists disagree about the likely impact in the U.S. of the light brown
apple moth (LBAM), an agricultural pest native to Australia.

* Second story: Research findings to date suggest that the decision to spray phero-
mones over the skies of several southern Californian counties to combat the LBAM
was poorly thought out.

* Third story: Together, the scientific ambiguities and the controversial response
strengthen the claim that industrial-style approaches to pest management are in-
herently unsustainable.

A thesis statement that stops at the first story isn't usually considered a thesis. A two-story
thesis is usually considered competent, though some two-story theses are more intriguing
and ambitious than others. A thoughtfully crafted and well informed three-story thesis
puts the author on a smooth path toward an excellent paper.

5 Drawn from Jennifer Haytock, Edith Wharton and the Conversations of Literary Modernism (New
York: Palgrave-MacMillan, 2008).
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'The concept of a three-story thesis framework was the most helpful piece
of information I gained from the writing component of DCC 100. The
first time I utilized it in a college paper, my professor included “good
thesis” and “excellent introduction” in her notes and graded it signifi-
cantly higher than my previous papers. You can expect similar results if
you dig deeper to form three-story theses. More importantly, doing so
will make the actual writing of your paper more straightforward as well.
Arguing something specific makes the structure of your paper much
easier to design.

Peter Farrell

Three-story theses and the organically
structured argument

The three-story thesis is a beautiful thing. For one, it gives a paper authentic momentum.
The first paragraph doesn't just start with some broad, vague statement; every sentence is
crucial for setting up the thesis. The body paragraphs build on one another, moving through
each step of the logical chain. Each paragraph leads inevitably to the next, making the tran-
sitions from paragraph to paragraph feel wholly natural. The conclusion, instead of being a
mirror-image paraphrase of the introduction, builds out the third story by explaining the
broader implications of the argument. It offers new insight without departing from the flow
of the analysis.

I should note here that a paper with this kind of momentum often reads like it was knocked
out in one inspired sitting. But in reality, just like accomplished athletes and artists, mas-
terful writers make the difficult thing look easy. As writer Anne Lamott notes, reading
a well written piece feels like its author sat down and typed it out, “bounding along like
huskies across the snow.” However, she continues,

This is just the fantasy of the uninitiated. I know some very great writers, writers
you love who write beautifully and have made a great deal of money, and not one
of them sits down routinely feeling wildly enthusiastic and confident. Not one of
them writes elegant first drafts. All right, one of them does, but we do not like her
very much.®

Experienced writers don't figure out what they want to say and then write it. They write in
order to figure out what they want to say.

Experienced writers develop theses in dialog with the body of the essay. An initial char-
acterization of the problem leads to a tentative thesis, and then drafting the body of the
paper reveals thorny contradictions or critical areas of ambiguity, prompting the writer to
revisit or expand the body of evidence and then refine the thesis based on that fresh look.
The revised thesis may require that body paragraphs be reordered and reshaped to fit the

¢ Anne Lamott, Bird by Bird: Some Instructions on Writing and Life (New York: Pantheon, 1994),
21.
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emerging three-story thesis. Throughout the process, the thesis serves as an anchor point
while the author wades through the morass of facts and ideas. The dialogue between thesis
and body continues until the author is satisfied or the due date arrives, whatever comes
first. It’s an effortful and sometimes tedious process. Novice writers, in contrast, usually
oversimplify the writing process. They formulate some first-impression thesis, produce a
reasonably organized outline, and then flesh it out with text, never taking the time to reflect
or truly revise their work. They assume that revision is a step backward when, in reality, it
is a major step forward.

Everyone has a different way that they like to write. For instance, I like to
pop my earbuds in, blast dubstep music and write on a white board. I like
using the white board because it is a lot easier to revise and edit while you
write. After I finish writing a paragraph that I am completely satisfied
with on the white board, I sit in front of it with my laptop and just type
it up.

Kaethe Leonard

Another benefit of the three-story thesis framework is that it demystifies what a “strong”
argument is in academic culture. In an era of political polarization, many students may think
that a strong argument is based on a simple, bold, combative statement that is promoted
it in the most forceful way possible. “Gun control is a travesty!” “Shakespeare is the best
writer who ever lived!” When students are encouraged to consider contrasting perspectives
in their papers, they fear that doing so will make their own thesis seem mushy and weak.
However, in academics a “strong” argument is comprehensive and nuanced, not simple and
polemical. The purpose of the argument is to explain to readers why the author—through
the course of his or her in-depth study—has arrived at a somewhat surprising point. On
that basis, it has to consider plausible counter-arguments and contradictory information.
Academic argumentation exemplifies the popular adage about all writing: show, don’t tell.
In crafting and carrying out the three-story thesis, you are showing your reader the work
you have done.

'The model of the organically structured paper and the three-story thesis framework ex-
plained here is the very foundation of the paper itself and the process that produces it. The
subsequent chapters, focusing on sources, paragraphs, and sentence-level wordsmithing, all
follow from the notion that you are writing to think and writing to learn as much as you
are writing to communicate. Your professors assume that you have the self-motivation and
organizational skills to pursue your analysis with both rigor and flexibility; that is, they
envision you developing, testing, refining and sometimes discarding your own ideas based
on a clear-eyed and open-minded assessment of the evidence before you.

Other resources

1. The Writing Center at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill offers

an excellent, readable run-down on the five-paragraph theme, why most college

writing assignments want you to go beyond it, and those times when the simpler
structure is actually a better choice.
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2. 'There are many useful websites that describe good thesis statements and provide

examples. Those from the writing centers at Hamilton College, Purdue University,

and Clarkson University are especially helpful.

Exercises

1. Find a scholarly article or book that is interesting to you. Focusing on the abstract
and introduction, outline the first, second, and third stories of its thesis.

2. Here is a list of one-story theses. Come up with two-story and three-story versions
of each one.

A. Television programming includes content that some find objectionable.

B. The percent of children and youth who are overweight or obese has risen in
recent decades.

C. First-year college students must learn how to independently manage their time.
D. The things we surround ourselves with symbolize who we are.

3. Find an example of a five-paragraph theme (online essay mills, your own high
school work), produce an alternative three-story thesis, and outline an organically
structured paper to carry that thesis out.

4. Go to the SAT website about the essay exam, choose one of the highly rated sample
essays. In structure, how does it compare to the five-paragraph theme? How does
it compare to the organic college essay? Use the SAT essay example you found to
create alternative examples for Figures 3.1 and 3.2.
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Chapter 4

Secondary Sources In Their
Natural Habitats

Ah, the research paper

Such exhilaration! Such consternation! Educators are fond of research papers because they
require you to find your own sources, confront conflicting evidence, and synthesize diverse
information and ideas—all skills required in any professional leadership role. Research
papers also allow students to pursue their own topic of interest; your professors have to
assume that you are genuinely interested in at least some major part of the course.! The
open-endedness of research papers sets you up to do your best work as a self-motivated
scholar.

Research papers are, by far, the best kind of papers! If you have an original
twist to an old idea and about five good sources, you pretty much have a
research paper. Most of the hard work is done for you already! If I can
give you one piece of advice for research papers, it would be to know what
you're looking for in an article. If you want statistics, skim for statistics.
Knowing whatyou want will cut down the time it takes you to find sources.

Kaethe Leonard

This chapter is about secondary sources: what they are, where to find them, and how to
choose them.? Recall the distinction between primary and secondary sources. Primary

sources are original documents, data, or images: the law code of the Le Dynasty in Vietnam,
the letters of Kurt Vonnegut, data gathered from an experiment on color perception, an in-

! If you aren't actually interested in anything relating to the course, youd do well to keep that
information to yourself.

2 Obviously, not all writing assignments require you to find and use secondary sources. This
chapter is relevant to those that do.
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terview, or Farm Service Administration photographs from the 1930s.> Secondary sources
are produced by analyzing primary sources. They include news articles, scholarly articles,
reviews of films or art exhibitions, documentary films, and other pieces that have some
descriptive or analytical purpose. Some things may be primary sources in one context but
secondary sources in another. For example, if you're using news articles to inform an analysis
of a historical event, they’re serving as secondary sources. If you're counting the number of
times a particular newspaper reported on different types of events, then the news articles
are serving as primary sources because they’re more akin to raw data.

Some sources are better than others

You probably know by now that if you cite Wikipedia as an authoritative source, the wrath
of your professor shall be visited upon you. Why is it that even the most informative Wiki-
pedia articles are still often considered illegitimate? And what are good sources to use?
The table below summarizes types of secondary sources in four tiers. All sources have their

legitimate uses, but the top-tier ones are preferable for citation.

Tier Type Content Uses How to find them
1 Peer-reviewed | Rigorous Provide strong Google Scholar,
academic research and evidence for claims library catalogs, and
publications | analysis and references to academic article
other high-quality databases
sources
2 Reports, Well researched | Initial research on Websites of relevant
articles,and | and even- events or trends not [ agencies, Google
books from | handed yet analyzed in the searches using (site:
credible descriptions of [ academic literature; *.gov or site: *.org),
non-academic | an event or state | may reference academic article
sources of the world important Tier 1 databases
sources
3 Short Simple Often point to useful | Strategic Google
pieces from | reporting of Tier 2 or Tier 1 searches or article
newspapers | events, research | sources, may provide | databases including
or credible findings, or a factoid or two not [ newspapers and
websites policy changes [ found anywhere else | magazines
4 Agenda- Mostly opinion, |May represent a Non-specific Google
driven or varying in particular position searches
uncertain thoughtfulness [ within a debate;
pieces and credibility | more often provide
keywords and clues
about higher quality
sources

3 Bored? Browse these images and other collections of the Library of Congress’ American

Memory Project: memory.loc.gov. Fascinating!
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Tier 1: Peer-reviewed academic publications

These are sources from the mainstream academic literature: books and scholarly articles.
Academic books generally fall into three categories: (1) textbooks written with students in
mind, (2) monographs which give an extended report on a large research project, and (3)
edited volumes in which each chapter is authored by difterent people. Scholarly articles
appear in academic journals, which are published multiple times a year in order to share the
latest research findings with scholars in the field. They’re usually sponsored by some aca-
demic society. To get published, these articles and books had to earn favorable anonymous
evaluations by qualified scholars. Who are the experts writing, reviewing, and editing these
scholarly publications? Your professors. I describe this process below. Learning how to read
and use these sources is a fundamental part of being a college student.

Tier 2: Reports, articles and books from credible non-academic

sources

Some events and trends are too recent to appear in Tier 1 sources. Also, Tier 1 sources tend
to be highly specific, and sometimes you need a more general perspective on a topic. Thus,
Tier 2 sources can provide quality information that is more accessible to non-academics.
There are three main categories. First, official reports from government agencies or major
international institutions like the World Bank or the United Nations; these institutions
generally have research departments staffed with qualified experts who seek to provide
rigorous, even-handed information to decision-makers. Second, feature articles from major
newspapers and magazines like the New York Times, Wall Street Journal, London Times,

or The Economist are based on original reporting by experienced journalists (not press

releases) and are typically 1500+ words in length. Third, there are some great books from
non-academic presses that cite their sources; they’re often written by journalists. All three
of these sources are generally well researched descriptions of an event or state of the world,
undertaken by credentialed experts who generally seek to be even-handed. It is still up to
you to judge their credibility. Your instructors and campus librarians can advise you on
which sources in this category have the most credibility.

Tier 3. Short pieces from periodicals or credible websites

A step below the well-developed reports and feature articles that make up Tier 2 are the
short tidbits that one finds in newspapers and magazines or credible websites. How short
is a short news article? Usually, they’re just a couple paragraphs or less, and they’re often
reporting on just one thing: an event, an interesting research finding, or a policy change.
‘They don't take extensive research and analysis to write, and many just summarize a press
release written and distributed by an organization or business. They may describe things
like corporate mergers, newly discovered diet-health links, or important school-funding
legislation. You may want to cite Tier 3 sources in your paper if they provide an important
factoid or two that isn't provided by a higher-tier piece, but if the Tier 3 article describes
a particular study or academic expert, your best bet is to find the journal article or book
it is reporting on and use that Tier 1 source instead. If the article mentions which journal
the study was published in, you can go right to that journal through your library website.
Sometimes you can find the original journal article by putting the scholar’s name and some

keywords into Google Scholar.
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What counts as a credible website in this tier? You may need some guidance from instruc-
tors or librarians, but you can learn a lot by examining the person or organization providing
the information (look for an “About” link). For example, if the organization is clearly
agenda-driven or not up-front about its aims and/or funding sources, then it definitely isn’t
something you want to cite as a neutral authority. Also look for signs of expertise. A tidbit
about a medical research finding written by someone with a science background carries
more weight than the same topic written by a policy analyst. These sources are sometimes
uncertain, which is all the more reason to follow the trail to a Tier 1 or Tier 2 source
whenever possible.

Personally, research papers are my thing! They give me a chance to further
explore a topic that I usually am genuinely interested in, and it gives me
the opportunity to write down everything I know. Sources are easy to
find; they’re everywhere. Unfortunately, the useful ones you have to put
in alittle more effort to find. As much as I love Wikipedia, if I'm going to
take the time to write a paper, I want it to be taken seriously. There are so
many resources out there to help students find scholarly information. The
better the source, the more supported your paper will be. But it doesn’t
matter how well supported or amazing your paper is if you don't cite your
sources! A citing mistake could definitely get you a big fat zero on the
paper you worked so hard on, and maybe even kicked out of school. Uti-
lize resources like www.easybib.com for a quick works cited, and Purdue’s
OWL (english.purdue.edu/owl) for a complete and easy explanation on
APA and MLA citing formats.

Aly Button

Tier 4. Agenda-driven or pieces from unknown sources

'This tier is essentially everything else, including Wikipedia.* These types of sources—espe-
cially Wikipedia—can be hugely helpful in identifying interesting topics, positions within a
debate, keywords to search on, and, sometimes, higher-tier sources on the topic. They often
play a critically important role in the early part of the research process, but they generally
aren’t (and shouldn’t be) cited in the final paper. Throwing some keywords into Google and
seeing what you get is a fine way to get started, but don’t stop there. Start a list of the people,
organizations, sources, and keywords that seem most relevant to your topic. For example,
suppose you've been assigned a research paper about the impact of linen production and
trade on the ancient world. A quick Google search reveals that (1) linen comes from the
flax plant, (2) the scientific name for flax is Linum usitatissimum, (3) Egypt dominated
linen production at the height of its empire, and (4) Alex J. Warden published a book about
ancient linen trade in 1867. Similarly, you found some useful search terms to try instead
of “ancient world” (antiquity, Egyptian empire, ancient Egypt, ancient Mediterranean) and
some generalizations for linen (fabric, textiles, or weaving). Now you've got a lot to work
with as you tap into the library catalog and academic article databases.

* Wikipedia is a conundrum. There are a lot of excellent articles on there, and I, like many other
professors, embrace the open-access values that embody things like Wikipedia and this very
textbook. It’s not that Wikipedia is crap; it’s just that there are much more solid alternatives.
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Origins and anatomy of a journal article

Most of the Tier 1 sources available are academic articles, also called scholarly articles,
scholarly papers, journal articles, academic papers, or peer-reviewed articles. They all mean
the same thing: a paper published in an academic periodical after being scrutinized anony-
mously and judged to be sound by other experts in the subfield. Their origin explains both

their basic structure and the high esteem they have in the eyes of your professors.

Many journals are sponsored by academic associations. Most of your professors belong to
some big, general one (such as the Modern Language Association’, the American Psycho-
logical Association®, the National Association for Sport and Physical Education, or the
American Physical Society) and one or more smaller ones organized around particular
areas of interest and expertise (such as the Association for the Study of Food and Society,
the International Association for Statistical Computing, or the Slavic and East European
Folklore Association). There are also generalist organizations organized by region of the
country or state, such as the Eastern Sociological Society or the Southern Management

Association. Each of these associations exists to promote the exchange of research findings

and collaboration in their disciplines. Towards this end, they organize conferences, sponsor
working groups, and publish one or more academic journals. These journals are meant to
both publicize and archive the most interesting and important findings of the field.

Academic papers are essentially reports that scholars write to their peers—present and
tuture—about what they’ve done in their research, what they’ve found, and why they think
it’s important. Thus, in a lot of fields they often have a structure reminiscent of the lab
reports you've written for science classes:
1. Abstract: A one-paragraph summary of the article: its purpose, methods, findings,
and significance.

2. Introduction: An overview of the key question or problem that the paper
addresses, why it is important, and the key conclusion(s) (i.e., thesis or theses) of

the paper.

3. Literature review: A synthesis of all the relevant prior research (the so-called “aca-

demic literature” on the subject) that explains why the paper makes an original and
important contribution to the body of knowledge.

4. Data and methods: An explanation of what data or information the author(s) used

and what they did with it.
5. Results: A full explanation of the key findings of the study.

6. Conclusion/discussion: Puts the key findings or insights from the paper into their
broader context; explains why they matter.

Not all papers are so “sciencey.” For example, a historical or literary analysis doesn’t nec-
essarily have a “data and methods” section; but they do explain and justify the research
question, describe how the authors’ own points relate to those made in other relevant
articles and books, develop the key insights yielded by the analysis, and conclude by ex-
plaining their significance. Some academic papers are review articles, in which the “data”
are published papers and the “findings” are key insights, enduring lines of debate, and/or

remaining unanswered questions.

> Where MLA citation style comes from.
¢ Where APA citation style comes from.
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Scholarly journals use a peer-review process to decide which articles merit publication.
First, hopeful authors send their article manuscript to the journal editor, a role filled by
some prominent scholar in the field. The editor reads over the manuscript and decides

whether it seems worthy of peer-review. If it’s outside the interests of the journal or is
clearly inadequate, the editor will reject it outright. If it looks appropriate and sufficiently
high quality, the editor will recruit a few other experts in the field to act as anonymous peer
reviewers. The editor will send the manuscript (scrubbed of identifying information) to the
reviewers who will read it closely and provide a thorough critique. Is the research question
driving the paper timely and important? Does the paper sufficiently and accurately review
all of the relevant prior research? Are the information sources believable and the research
methods rigorous? Are the stated results fully justified by the findings? Is the significance
of the research clear? Is it well written? Overall, does the paper add new, trustworthy, and
important knowledge to the field? Reviewers send their comments to the editor who then
decides whether to (1) reject the manuscript, (2) ask the author(s) to revise and resubmit the
manuscript’, or (3) accept it for publication. Editors send the reviewers’ comments (again,
with no identifying information) to authors along with their decisions. A manuscript that
has been revised and resubmitted usually goes out for peer-review again; editors often try
to get reviews from one or two first-round reviewers as well as a new reviewer. The whole
process, from start to finish, can easily take a year, and it is often another year before the
paper appears in print.

Understanding the academic publication process and the structure of scholarly articles tells
you a lot about how to find, read and use these sources:

1. Find them quickly. Instead of paging through mountains of dubious web content, go
right to the relevant scholarly article databases in order to quickly find the highest
quality sources.

2. Use the abstracts. Abstracts tell you immediately whether or not the article you're
holding is relevant or useful to the paper you're assigned to write. You shouldn’t
ever have the experience of reading the whole paper just to discover it’s not useful.

3. Read strategically. Knowing the anatomy of a scholarly article tells you what you
should be reading for in each section. For example, you don’t necessarily need to
understand every nuance of the literature review. You can just focus on why the
authors claim that their own study is distinct from the ones that came before.

4. Don't sweat the technical stuff. Not every social scientist understands the intricacies
of log-linear modeling of quantitative survey data; however, the reviewers definitely
do, and they found the analysis to be well constructed. Thus, you can accept the
findings as legitimate and just focus on the passages that explain the findings and
their significance in plainer language.

5. Use one article to find others. If you have one really good article that’s a few years
old, you can use article databases to find newer articles that cited it in their own
literature reviews. That immediately tells you which ones are on the same topic
and offer newer findings. On the other hand, if your first source is very recent, the
literature review section will describe the other papers in the same line of research.
You can look them up directly.

7 From an author’s perspective, a verdict of “revise and resubmit”—colloquially called an “R &
R”—is a cause for celebration. In many fields, most papers are revised and resubmitted at least once
before being published.
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Research papers, amongst others, are the most common papers a college
student will ever write, and as difficult as it may sound, it is not impos-
sible to complete. Research papers are my favorite kind of papers because
of sourcing, paraphrasing, and quoting. Naturally as you would in other
papers, your own paper should come from yourself, but when you are
proving a point about a specific area of your topic, it is always ok to have a
credible source explain further. In college, sources are very important for
most, if not all papers you will have, and citing those sources is important
as well. After you are able to familiarize yourself with citations, it will
come natural like it has for many students.

Timothée Pizarro

Students sometimes grumble when they’re ordered to use scholarly articles in their research.
It seems a lot easier to just Google some terms and find stuft that way. However, academic
articles are the most efficient resource out there. They are vetted by experts and structured
specifically to help readers zero in on the most important passages.

Finding Tier 1 sources: article databases

Your campus library pays big money to subscribe to databases for Tier 1 articles. Some are
general purpose databases that include the most prominent journals across disciplines?,
and some are specific to a particular discipline.” Often they have the full-text of the articles
right there for you to save or print. We won't go over particular databases here because
every campus has different offerings. If you haven't already attended a workshop on using
the resources provided by your library, you should. A one-hour workshop will save you
many, many hours in the future. If there aren’t any workshops, you can always seek advice
from librarians and other library staft on the best databases for your topic. Many libraries
also have online research guides that point you to the best databases for the specific disci-
pline and, perhaps, the specific course. Librarians are eager to help you succeed with your
research—it’s their job and they love itl—so don’t be shy about asking.

An increasingly popular article database is Google Scholar. It looks like a regular Google
search, and it aspires to include the vast majority of published scholarship. Google doesn’t
share a list of which journals they include or how Google Scholar works, which limits its
utility for scholars. Also, because it’s so wide-ranging, it can be harder to find the most
appropriate sources. However, if you want to cast a wide net, it’s a very useful tool.

Here are three tips for using Google Scholar effectively:

1. Add your field (economics, psychology, French, etc.) as one of your keywords. If you just

put in “crime,” for example, Google Scholar will return all sorts of stuff from so-

8 Examples include Academic Search Premier (by EBSCO), Academic Search Complete (by
EBSCO), Academic OneFile (by Cengage), General OneFile (by Cengage), ArticleFirst (by
OCLC),and JSTOR (by ITHAKA).

9 Some examples: PsycINFO (for psychology), CINAHL (for nursing), Environment Complete
(for environmental science), Historical Abstracts (for history).
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ciology, psychology, geography, and history. If your paper is on crime in French
literature, your best sources may be buried under thousands of papers from other
disciplines. A set of search terms like “crime French literature modern” will get you
to relevant sources much faster.

2. Don't ever pay for an article. When you click on links to articles in Google Scholar,
you may end up on a publisher’s site that tells you that you can download the article
for $20 or $30. Don’t do it! You probably have access to virtually all the published
academic literature through your library resources. Write down the key informa-
tion (authors’ names, title, journal title, volume, issue number, year, page numbers)
and go find the article through your library website. If you don't have immediate
tull-text access, you may be able to get it through inter-library loan.

3. Use the ‘cited by’ feature. If you get one great hit on Google Scholar, you can quickly
see a list of other papers that cited it. For example, the search terms “crime eco-
nomics” yielded this hit for a 1988 paper that appeared in a journal called Kyk/os:

The economics of crime deterrence: a survey of theory and evidence
S Cameron - Kyklos, 1988 - Wiley Online Library

Since BECKER [19681 economists have generatec, a large literature on crime. Deterrence
effects have figured prominently; few papers [eg HOCH, 19741 omit consideration of these.
There are two reasons why a survey of the economics of deterrence is timely. Firstly, there ...
Cited by 392 Related articles All 5 versions Cite Save

Figure 4.1, Google Scholar

1988 is nearly 30 years ago; for a social-science paper you probably want more recent
sources. You can see that, according to Google, this paper was cited by 392 other sources.
You can click on that “Cited by 392” to see that list. You can even search within that list of
392 if you're trying to narrow down the topic. For example, you could search on the term
“cities” to see which of those 392 articles are most likely to be about the economic impact
of crime on cities.

Library research as problem-solving

You'll probably engage the subscription article databases at different points in the process.
For example, imagine you've been assigned a research paper that can focus on any topic
relevant to the course. Imagine further that you don’t have a clue about where to start and
aren’t entirely sure what counts as an appropriate topic in this discipline. A great approach
is to find the top journals in the specific field of your course and browse through recent
issues to see what people are publishing on. For example, when I assign an open-topic
research paper in my Introduction to Sociology course, I suggest that students looking
for a topic browse recent issues of Social Problems or American Journal of Sociology and find
an article that looks interesting. They’ll have a topic and—booyah!—their first source. An
instructor of a class on kinesiology might recommend browsing Human Movement Science,
the Journal of Strength and Conditioning Research, or Perceptual and Motor Skills.

When you have a topic and are looking for a set of sources, your biggest challenge is finding
the right keywords. You'll never find the right sources without them. You'll obviously start
with words and phrases from the assignment prompt, but you can’t stop there. As explained
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above, lower tier sources (such as Wikipedia) or the top-tier sources you already have are
great for identifying alternative keywords, and librarians and other library staff are also
well practiced at finding new approaches to try. Librarians can also point you to the best
databases for your topic as well.

As you assess your evidence and further develop your thesis through the writing process,
you may need to seek additional sources. For example, imagine you're writing a paper about
the added risks adolescents face when they have experienced their parents’ divorce. As
you synthesize the evidence about negative impacts, you begin to wonder if scholars have
documented some positive impacts as well.'” Thus you delve back into the literature to
look for more articles, find some more concepts and keywords (such as “resiliency”), assess
new evidence, and revise your thinking to account for these broader perspectives. Your
instructor may have asked you to turn in a bibliography weeks before the final paper draft.
You can check with your professor, but he or she is probably perfectly fine with you seeking
additional sources as your thinking evolves. That’s how scholars write.

Finding good sources is a much more creative task than it seems on the face of it. It’s an
extended problem-solving exercise, an iterative cycle of questions and answers. Go ahead
and use Wikipedia to get broadly informed if you want. It won’t corrupt your brain. But
use it, and all other sources, strategically. You should eventually arrive at a core set of Tier 1
sources that will enable you to make a well informed and thoughtful argument in support
of your thesis. It’s also a good sign when you find yourself deciding that some of the first
sources you found are no longer relevant to your thesis; that likely means that you have
revised and specified your thinking and are well on your way to constructing the kind of
self-driven in-depth analysis that your professor is looking for.

Other resources

1. The Online Writing Laboratory (OWL) at Purdue University provides this list of

links to freely available article databases.
2. Google provides some great tips for getting the most out of Google Scholar.

3. 'This resource from Bowling Green State University explains how searching subject
headings in a database (compared to key words) can more quickly bring you to
relevant sources.

Exercises

1. Choose a research topic, enter it into Google and then into Google Scholar, and
compare your results. Some topics you could try: college athletes and academics,
antibiotic resistance, Ptolemaic dynasty.

2. Using various databases, find one source in each of the four tiers for a particular
topic.

3. Enter a topic into a general subscription database that has both scholarly and
non-scholarly sources (such as Academic Search Complete or Academic OneFile);

10 One fairly recent article is Ilana Sever, Joseph Gutmann, and Amnon Lazar, “Positive

Consequences of Parental Divorce Among Israeli Young Adults”, Marriage and Family Review 42, no. 4

(2007): 7-28.
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browse the first few hits and classify each one as scholarly or not-scholarly. Look at
the structure of the piece to make your determination.
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Chapter 5

Listening to Sources, Talking
to Sources

Theses and sources

Everyone knows that a thorough analysis and persuasive argument needs strong evidence.
The credibility of sources, addressed in Chapter 4, is one key element of strong evidence,
but it also matters how sources are used in the text of the paper. Many students are ac-
customed to thinking of sources simply as expert corroboration for their own points. As a
result, they tend to comb texts to find statements that closely parallel what they want to say
and then incorporate quotes as evidence that a published author agrees with them. That’s
one way to use sources, but there is a lot more to it.

Recall from prior chapters that writing academic papers is about joining a conversation.
You're contributing your own original thinking to some complex problem, be it interpre-
tive, theoretical, or practical. Citing sources helps situate your ideas within that ongoing
conversation. Sometimes you're citing a research finding that provides strong evidence for
your point; at other times you’re summarizing someone else’s ideas in order to explain how
your own opinion differs or to note how someone else’s concept applies to a new situation.
Graff and Birkenstein' encourage you to think about writing with sources is a “They Say/I

Say” process. You first report what “they” say; “they” being published authors, prevalent
ideas in society at large, or maybe participants in some kind of political or social debate.

Then you respond by explaining what you think: Do you agree? Disagree? A little of both?

This “They Say/I Say” approach can help student writers find balance in their use of sources.
On one extreme, some students think that they aren’t allowed to make any claims without
citing one or more expert authors saying the same thing. When their instructors encourage
them to bring more original thinking into their writing, they’re confused about how to
do it. On the other extreme, some students tend to describe, more or less accurately, what
sources say about a topic but then go on to state opinions that seem unrelated to the claims
they just summarized. For example, a student writer may draw on expert sources to explain

! Gerald Graff and Cathy Birkenstein, Zhey Say/I Say: The Moves That Matter in Academic Writing,
(New York: W.W. Norton & Co, 2009).
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how the prevention and early detection of cancer has saved lives? but then argue for more
tunding for curing advanced cancer without making any explicit link to the points about
prevention and screening. On one extreme, the sources are allowed to crowd out original
thinking; on the other, they have seemingly no impact on the author’s conclusions.

How can you know when you're avoiding both of these extremes? In other words, what
kinds of theses (“I Say”) can count as an original claim and still be grounded in the sources
(“They Say”)? Here are five common strategies:

1. Combine research findings from multiple sources to make a larger summary argument.
You might find that none of the sources youre working with specifically claim that
early 20th century British literature was preoccupied with changing gender roles
but that, together, their findings all point to that broader conclusion.

2. Combine research findings from multiple sources to make a claim about their implications.
You might review papers that explore various factors shaping voting behavior to
argue that a particular voting-reform proposal will likely have positive impacts.

3. Identify underlying areas of agreement. You may argue that the literature on cancer
and the literature on violence both describe the unrecognized importance of pre-
vention and early intervention in order to claim that insights about one set of
problems may be useful for the other.

4. Identify underlying areas of disagreement. You may find that the controversies sur-
rounding educational reform—and its debates about accountability, curricula,
school funding—ultimately stem from different assumptions about the role of
schools in society.

5. Identify unanswered questions. Perhaps you review studies of the genetic and behav-
ioral contributors to diabetes in order to highlight unknown factors and argue for
more in-depth research on the role of the environment.

There are certainly other ways authors use sources to build theses, but these examples il-
lustrate how original thinking in academic writing involves making connections with and
between a strategically chosen set of sources.

Incorporating sources

Here’s a passage of academic writing (an excerpt, not a complete paper) that illustrates
several ways that sources can figure into a “They Say/I Say” approach®:

Willingham (2011) draws on cognitive science to explain that students must be

able to regulate their emotions in order to learn. Emotional self-regulation enables

2 Recommended read: Siddhartha Mukherjee’s Zbe Emperor of All Maladies: A Biography of Cancer
(New York, Scribner, 2010).

3 'The sources cited in this example: Daniel T. Willingham, “Can teachers increase students’ self
control?” American Educator 35, no. 2 (2011): 22-27. Kahneman, Thinking, Fast and Slow. Suzanne
Perkins and Sandra Graham-Bermann, “Violence exposure and the development of school-related
functioning: mental health, neurocognition, and learning,” Aggression and Violent Behavior 17, no.
1(2012): 89-98. David William Putwain and Natalie Best, “Fear appeals in the primary classroom:
Effects on test anxiety and test grade,” Learning and Individual Differences 21, no. 5 (2011): 580-
584,

Listening to Sources, Talking to Sources|39


http://writingcenter.unc.edu/handouts/thesis-statements/
http://www.aft.org/pdfs/americaneducator/summer2011/Willingham.pdf
http://books.simonandschuster.com/The-Emperor-of-All-Maladies/Siddhartha-Mukherjee/9781439170915
http://books.simonandschuster.com/The-Emperor-of-All-Maladies/Siddhartha-Mukherjee/9781439170915
http://www.aft.org/sites/default/files/periodicals/Willingham_3.pdf
http://www.aft.org/sites/default/files/periodicals/Willingham_3.pdf
http://us.macmillan.com/thinkingfastandslow/danielkahneman
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S135917891100108X
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S135917891100108X
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S135917891100108X
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S135917891100108X
http://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ938538
http://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ938538
http://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ938538

Writing in College: From Competence to Excellence Guptill

students to ignore distractions and channel their attention and behaviors in appro-
priate ways. Other research findings confirm that anxiety interferes with learning
and academic performance because it makes distractions harder to resist (Perkins

and Graham-Bermann, 2012; Putwain and Best, 2011).

Other cognitive scientists point out that deep learning is itself stressful because it
requires people to think hard about complex, unfamiliar material instead of relying
on cognitive short-cuts. Kahneman (2011) describes this difference in terms of two
systems for thinking: one fast and one slow. Fast thinking is based on assumptions
and habits and doesn’t require a lot of effort. For example, driving a familiar route or
a routine grocery-shopping trip are not usually intellectually taxing activities. Slow
thinking, on the other hand, is what we do when we encounter novel problems and
situations. It’s effortful, and it usually feels tedious and confusing. It is emotionally
challenging as well because we are, by definition, incompetent while we’re doing it,
which provokes some anxiety. Solving a tough problem is rewarding, but the path
itself is often unpleasant.

'These insights from cognitive science enable us to critically assess the claims made
on both sides of the education reform debate. On one hand, they cast doubt on the
claims of education reformers that measuring teachers’ performance by student test
scores is the best way to improve education. For example, the Center for Education

Reform promotes “the implementation of strong, data-driven, performance-based
accountability systems that ensure teachers are rewarded, retained and advanced
based on how they perform in adding value to the students who they teach, mea-

sured predominantly by student achievement” (http://www.edreform.com/issues/
teacher-quality/#what-we-believe). The research that Willingham (2011) and
Kahneman (2011) describe suggests that frequent high-stakes testing may actually

work against learning by introducing greater anxiety into the school environment.

At the same time, opponents of education reform should acknowledge that these
research findings should prompt us to take a fresh look at how we educate our
children. While Stan Karp of Rethinking Schools is correct when he argues
that “data-driven formulas [based on standardized testing] lack both statistical
credibility and a basic understanding of the human motivations and relation-
ships that make good schooling possible” (http://www.rethinkingschools.org/
archive/26_03/26_03_karp.shtm), it doesn’t necessarily follow that all education
reform proposals lack merit. Challenging standards, together with specific training

in emotional self-regulation, will likely enable more students to succeed. *

In that example, the ideas of Willingham and Kahneman are summarized approvingly,
bolstered with additional research findings, and then applied to a new realm: the current
debate surrounding education reform. Voices in that debate were portrayed as accurately as
possible, sometimes with representative quotes. Most importantly, all references were tied
directly to the author’s own interpretative point, which relies on the quoted claims.

* A side note: You may have noticed that the verbs used in referencing tend to be in present tense:
so-and-so “writes” or “claims” or “argues”. That’s what academic writers do, even if the piece and
author are from far in the past. It’s called “the historical present” and it’s just one convention of
academic writing.
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I think the most important lesson for me to learn about sources was that
the best way to use them is to create a new point. What I mean by this
is instead of using them only to back up your points, create your own
conclusion from what your sources say. As a psychology major, I look at a
lot of data from researchers who have created a conclusion from a meta-
analysis (a combination of many studies about the same thing). So that’s
how I like to think of using sources, I will look at many articles about the
same subject and then come up with my own opinion. After using your
sources, it is very important to cite them correctly. Personally, I want to be
a respected and trustworthy scholar. However, if any of my papers were
to be found without proper citations, all of my hard work would be for
nothing and people would be wary about the rest of my work.

Aly Button

As you can see, there are times when you should quote or paraphrase sources that you don't
agree with or do not find particularly compelling. They may convey ideas and opinions
that help explain and justify your own argument. Similarly, when you cite sources that you
agree with, you should choose quotes or paraphrases that serve as building blocks within
your own argument. Regardless of the role each source plays in your writing, you certainly
don't need to find whole sentences or passages that express your thinking. Rather, focus on
what each of those sources is claiming, why, and how exactly their claims relate to your own
points.

'The remainder of this chapter explains some key principles for incorporating sources, prin-
ciples which follow from the general point that academic writing is about entering an
ongoing conversation.

Principle 1: Listen to your sources

Have you ever had the maddening experience of arguing with someone who twisted your
words to make it seem like you were saying something you weren't? Novice writers some-
times inadvertently misrepresent their sources when they quote very minor points from an
article or even positions that the authors of an article disagree with. It often happens when
students approach their sources with the goal of finding snippets that align with their own
opinion. For example, the passage above contains the phrase “measuring teachers’ perfor-
mance by student test scores is the best way to improve education.” An inexperienced writer
might include that quote in a paper without making it clear that the author(s) of the source
actually dispute that very claim. Doing so is not intentionally fraudulent, but it reveals that
the paper-writer isn't really thinking about and responding to claims and arguments made
by others. In that way, it harms his or her credibility.

Academic journal articles are especially likely to be misrepresented by student writers be-
cause their literature review sections often summarize a number of contrasting viewpoints.
For example, sociologists Jennifer C. Lee and Jeremy Staft wrote a paper in which they note
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that high-schoolers who spend more hours at a job are more likely to drop out of school.’
However, Lee and Staft’s analysis finds that working more hours doesn’t actually make a
student more likely to drop out. Instead, the students who express less interest in school are
both more likely to work a lot of hours and more likely to drop out. In short, Lee and Staft
argue that disaffection with school causes students to drop-out, not working at a job. In re-
viewing prior research about the impact of work on dropping out, Lee and Staff write “Paid
work, especially when it is considered intensive, reduces grade point averages, time spent on
homework, educational aspirations, and the likelihood of completing high school™. If you
included that quote without explaining how it fits into Lee and Staff’s actual argument, you
would be misrepresenting that source.

Principle 2: Provide context

Another error beginners often make is to drop in a quote without any context. If you simply
quote, “Students begin preschool with a set of self-regulation skills that are a product of
their genetic inheritance and their family environment” (Willingham, 2011, p.24), your
reader is left wondering who Willingham is, why he or she is included here, and where this
statement fits into his or her larger work. The whole point of incorporating sources is to
situate your own insights in the conversation. As part of that, you should provide some kind
of context the first time you use that source. Some examples:

Willingham, a cognitive scientist, claims that ...
Research in cognitive science has found that ... (Willingham, 2011).

Willingham argues that “Students begin preschool with a set of self-regulation
skills that are a product of their genetic inheritance and their family environment”
(Willingham, 2011, p.24). Drawing on findings in cognitive science, he explains

”»

As the second example above shows, providing a context doesn't mean writing a brief biog-
raphy of every author in your bibliography—it just means including some signal about why
that source is included in your text.

Even more baffling to your reader is when quoted material does not fit into the flow of the
text. For example, a novice student might write,

Schools and parents shouldn’t set limits on how much teenagers are allowed to
work at jobs. “We conclude that intensive work does not affect the likelihood of
high school dropout among youths who have a high propensity to spend long
hours on the job” (Lee and Staff, 2007, p. 171). Teens should be trusted to learn

how to manage their time.

The reader is thinking, who is this sudden, ghostly “we”?> Why should this source be be-
lieved? If you find that passages with quotes in your draft are awkward to read out loud,
that’s a sign that you need to contextualize the quote more effectively. Here’s a version that
puts the quote in context:

> Jennifer C. Lee, J.C. and Jeremy Staff, “When Work Matters: The Varying Impact of Work
Intensity on High School Drop Out,” Sociology of Education 80, no. 2 (2007): 158-178.
¢ Ibid., 159.
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Schools and parents shouldn't set limits on how much teenagers are allowed to
work at jobs. Lee and Staff’s carefully designed study found that “intensive work
does not affect the likelihood of high school dropout among youths who have a
high propensity to spend long hours on the job” (2007, p. 171). Teens should be
trusted to learn how to manage their time.

In this latter example, it’s now clear that Lee and Staft are scholars and that their empirical
study is being used as evidence for this argumentative point. Using a source in this way
invites the reader to check out Lee and Staft’s work for themselves if they doubt this claim.

Many writing instructors encourage their students to contextualize their use of sources by
making a “quotation sandwich”; that is, introduce the quote in some way and then follow

it up with your own words. If you've made a bad habit of dropping in unintroduced quotes,
the quotation sandwich idea may help you improve your skills, but in general you don't
need to approach every quote or paraphrase as a three-part structure to have well integrated
sources. You should, however, avoid ending a paragraph with a quotation. If youre strug-
gling to figure out what to write after a quote or close paraphrase, it may be that you haven't
yet figured out what role the quote is playing in your own analysis. If that happens to you a
lot, try writing the whole first draft in your own words and then incorporate material from
sources as you revise with “They Say/I Say” in mind.

Principle 3: Use sources efficiently

Some student writers are in a rut of only quoting whole sentences. Some others, like myself
as a student, get overly enamored of extended block quotes and the scholarly look they give
to the page.” These aren’t the worst sins of academic writing, but they get in the way of one
of the key principles of writing with sources: shaping quotes and paraphrases efficiently.
Efficiency follows from the second principle, because when you fully incorporate sources
into your own explicit argument, you zero in on the phrases, passages, and ideas that are
relevant to your points. It’s a very good sign for your paper when most quotes are short (key
terms, phrases, or parts of sentences) and the longer quotes (whole sentences and passages)
are clearly justified by the discussion in which they’re embedded. Every bit of every quote
should feel indispensable to the paper. An overabundance of long quotes usually means that
your own argument is undeveloped. The most incandescent quotes will not hide that fact
from your professor.

Also, some student writers forget that quoting is not the only way to incorporate sources.
Paraphasing and summarizing are sophisticated skills that are often more appropriate to
use than direct quoting. The first two paragraphs of the example passage above do not
include any quotations, even though they are both clearly focused on presenting the work
of others. Student writers may avoid paraphrasing out of fear of plagiarizing, and it’s true
that a poorly executed paraphrase will make it seem like the student writer is fraudulently
claiming the wordsmithing work of others as his or her own. Sticking to direct quotes
seems safer. However, it is worth your time to master paraphasing because it often helps you
be more clear and concise, drawing out only those elements that are relevant to the thread
of your analysis.

7 It took me a long time to stop abusing block quotes. They made me feel like my paper was
an unassailable fortress of citation! With the friendly but pointed feedback of my professors, I
gradually came to see how they took too much space away from my own argument.
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For example, here’s a passage from a hypothetical paper with a block quote that is fully
relevant to the argument but, nevertheless, inefficient:

Drawing on a lifetime of research, Kahneman concludes our brains are prone to
error:®

System 1 registers the cognitive ease with which it processes information, but
it does not generate a warning signal when it becomes unreliable. Intuitive
answers come to mind quickly and confidently, whether they originate from
skills or from heuristics. There is no simple way for System 2 to distinguish
between a skilled and a heuristic response. Its only recourse is to slow down
and attempt to construct an answer on its own, which it is reluctant to do
because it is indolent. Many suggestions of System 1 are casually endorsed
with minimal checking, as in the bat-and-ball problem.

While people can get better at recognizing and avoiding these errors, Kahneman
suggests, the more robust solutions involve developing procedures within organiza-
tions to promote careful, effortful thinking in making important decisions and
judgments.

Even a passage that is important to reference and is well contextualized in the flow of the
paper will be inefficient if it introduces terms and ideas that aren’t central to the analysis
within the paper. Imagine, for example, that other parts of this hypothetical paper use
Kahneman’s other terms for System 1 (fast thinking) and System 2 (slow thinking); the
sudden encounter of “System 1” and “System 2” would be confusing and tedious for your
reader. Similarly, the terms “heuristics” and “bat-and-ball problem” might be unfamiliar
to your reader. Their presence in the block quote just muddies the waters. In this case, a
paraphrase is a much better choice. Here’s an example passage that uses a paraphrase to
establish the same points more clearly and efficiently:

Drawing on a lifetime of research, Kahneman summarizes that our brains are prone
to error because they necessarily rely on cognitive shortcuts that may or may not
yield valid judgments.” We have the capacity to stop and examine our assumptions,
Kahneman points out, but we often want to avoid that hard work. As a result,
we tend to accept our quick, intuitive responses. While people can get better at
recognizing and avoiding these errors, Kahneman suggests that the more robust
solutions involve developing procedures within organizations to promote careful,
effortful thinking in making important decisions and judgments.

Not only is the paraphrased version shorter (97 words versus 151), it is clearer and more
efficient because it highlights the key ideas, avoiding specific terms and examples that aren’t
used in the rest of the paper. If other parts of your paper did refer to Kahneman’s System 1
and System 2, then you might choose to include some quoted phrases to make use of some
of Kahneman’s great language. Perhaps something like this:

Drawing on a lifetime of research, Kahneman summarizes that our brains are
prone to error because they necessarily rely on cognitive shortcuts that may or
may not yield valid judgments.” System 1, Kahneman explains, “does not generate

8 Kahneman, Thinking, Fast and Slow, 416-7.
9 Ibid.
10 Thid.
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a warning signal when it becomes unreliable.”™* System 2 can stop and examine
these assumptions, but it usually wants to avoid that hard work. As a result, our
quick, intuitive responses are “casually endorsed with minimal checking.”** While
people can get better at recognizing and avoiding these errors, Kahneman suggests,
the more robust solutions involve developing procedures within organizations to
promote careful, effortful thinking in making important decisions and judgments.

Whether you choose a long quote, short quote, paraphrase or summary depends on the
role that the source in playing in your analysis. The trick is to make deliberate, thoughtful
decisions about how to incorporate ideas and words from others.

Paraphrasing, summarizing, and the mechanical conventions of quoting take a lot of prac-
tice to master. Numerous other resources (like those listed at the end of this chapter) explain
these practices clearly and succinctly. Bookmark some good sources and refer to them as
needed. If you suspect that you're in a quoting rut, try out some new ways of incorporating
sources.

Principle 4: Choose precise verbs of attribution

It’s time to get beyond the all-purpose “says.” And please don't look up “says”in the thesaurus
and substitute verbs like “proclaim” (unless there was actually a proclamation) or “pronounce”
(unless there was actually a pronouncement). Here’s a list of 15 useful alternatives:!

* Claims

* Asserts

* Relates

* Recounts
 Complains

* Reasons

* Proposes

* Suggests (if the author is speculating or hypothesizing)
* Contests (disagrees)
* Concludes

* Shows

* Argues

* Explains

* Indicates

* Points out

» Offers

More precise choices like these carry a lot more information than “says”, enabling you to

relate more with fewer words. For one thing, they can quickly convey what kind of idea
oure citing: a speculative one (“postulates”)? A conclusive one (“determines”)? A contro-

you're citing: a speculat “postulates”)? A 1 “det 7)? A cont

1 Ibid, 416.
2 Ibid, 417.
13 Google “verbs of attribution” to find other suggestions.
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versial one (“counters”)? You can further show how you're incorporating these sources into
your own narrative. For example, if you write that an author “claims” something, you're
presenting yourself as fairly neutral about that claim. If you instead write that the author
“shows” something, then you signal to your reader that you find that evidence more con-
vincing. “Suggests” on the other hand is a much weaker endorsement. As I'll discuss in
Chapter 8, saying more with less makes your writing much more engaging.

Sources are your best friend. They either help you reaffirm your thesis or
offer a differing opinion that you can challenge in your paper. The big-
gest thing to worry about, when it comes to sources, is citing. However,
there are a multitude of resources to help you cite properly. My personal
favorite is called Knightcite.com. You just pick the type of resource, fill in
the information on it and voila, you have a perfectly cited resource!

Kaethe Leonard

Conclusion

Like so many things in adult life, writing in college is often both more liberating and
burdensome than writing in high school and before. On the one hand, I've had students tell
me that their high-school experiences made it seem that their own opinions didn’t matter
in academic writing, and that they can’t make any claims that arent exactly paralleled by a
pedigreed quotation. Writing papers based on their own insights and opinions can seem
freeing in contrast. At the same time, a college student attending full time may be expected
to have original and well considered ideas about pre-Columbian Latin American history,
congressional redistricting, sports in society, post-colonial literatures, and nano-technology,
all in about two weeks. Under these conditions, it’s easy to see why some would long for
the days when simple, competent reporting did the job. You probably won’t have an au-
thentic intellectual engagement with every college writing assignment, but approaching
your written work as an opportunity to dialogue with the material can help you find the
momentum you need to succeed with this work.

Other resources

1. Graff and Birkenstein’s little book, Zhey Say/I Say: The Moves that Matter in Aca-
demic Writing 2nd ed. (New York: Norton, 2009) is a gem and well worth reading.
They offer a series of templates that can help you visualize new ways of relating to

sources and constructing arguments.

2. Another excellent resource is Gordon Harvey’s Writing with Sources: A Guide for

Students 2nd ed. (Indianapolis: Hackett, 2008), In it, he discusses the key principles

for incorporating sources, the stylistic conventions for quoting and paraphrasing,
and the basics of common citation styles. That’s all information you want to have
at the ready.
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3. Many university writing centers have nicely concise on-line guides to summarizing,
paraphrasing, and quoting. I found some especially good ones at the University
of Wisconsin, the University of Washington, and, as always, the Purdue Online
Writing Laboratory.

Exercises

1. Here is a passage from a world history textbook:'*

Like so many things desired by Europeans and supplied by Asians—at first luxury
items for the elite such as silk or porcelain, but increasingly products like tea from
China for the mass market—cotton textiles were produced well and cheaply in
India. The British textile manufacturers focused on the “cheap”part and complained
that with relatively higher wages, British manufacturers could not compete. India
had a competitive advantage in the eighteenth century, being able to undersell
in the world market virtually any other producer of textiles. Some thought the
reason for cheap Indian textiles was because of a low living standard, or a large
population earning depressed wages, but all of those have been shown to not be
true: Indian textile workers in the eighteenth century had just as high a standard of
living as British workers. So, if it was not a low standard of living that gave India
its competitive advance, what did?

In a word: agriculture. Indian agriculture was so productive that the amount of
tfood produced, and hence its cost, was significantly lower than in Europe. In the
preindustrial age, when working families spent 60-80 percent of their earnings on
food, the cost of food was the primary determinant of their real wages (i.e. how
much a pound, dollar, a real, or a pagoda could buy). In India (and China and Japan
as well), the amount of grain harvested from a given amount of seed was in the
ration of 20:1 (e.g., twenty bushels of rice harvested for every one planted), whereas
in England it was at best 8:1. Asian agriculture thus was more than twice as ef-
ficient as British (and by extension European) agriculture, and food—the major
component in the cost of living—cost less in Asia.

Drawing on this passage, try out different quoting, paraphrasing and summarizing options:

a. Quote a key phrase or part of a sentence, naming the source and incorporating the quote
within your own logic.

b. Quote an entire sentence or two, providing context and incorporating the quote within
your own logic.

c. Construct an unacceptable paraphrase of part of the passage; copying a couple sentences
and change just a few of the key words.

d. Construct a successful paraphrase of part of the passage; describing it in your own words.
e. Write a sentence, with a citation, that summarizes the general point of the passage.

2. Rewrite your responses to 1a and 1b, above, changing the verbs of attribution. How do
the new verbs change the meaning or tone of your sentence?

14 Robert B. Marks, The Origins of the Modern World: A Global and Ecological Narrative from the
Fifteenth to the Twenty-first Century (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2007), 95.
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Chapter 6

Back to Basics: The Perfect
Paragraph

Paragraphs

As Michael Harvey writes, paragraphs are “in essence—a form of punctuation, and like
other forms of punctuation they are meant to make written material easy to read.” Effective
paragraphs are the fundamental units of academic writing; consequently, the thoughtful,
multifaceted arguments that your professors expect depend on them. Without good para-
graphs, you simply cannot clearly convey sequential points and their relationships to one
another. The purpose of this chapter is to highlight strategies for constructing, ordering,
and relating paragraphs in academic writing. It could just as well be titled “Organization”
because whether or not readers perceive a paper to be well organized depends largely on
effective paragraphing.

Many novice writers tend to make a sharp distinction between content and style, thinking
that a paper can be strong in one and weak in the other, but focusing on organization
shows how content and style converge in deliberative academic writing. A poorly organized
paper may contain insightful kernels, but a thoughtful, satisfying argument can’t take shape
without paragraphs that are crafted, ordered, and connected effectively. On the other side,
one can imagine a string of slick, error-free sentences that are somehow lacking in inter-
esting ideas. However, your professors will view even the most elegant prose as rambling
and tedious if there isn’t a careful, coherent argument to give the text meaning. Paragraphs
are the “stuft” of academic writing and, thus, worth our attention here.

Key sentences (a.k.a. topic sentences)

In academic writing, readers expect each paragraph to have a sentence or two that captures
its main point. They’re often called “topic sentences,” though many writing instructors

! Michael Harvey, The Nuts and Bolts of College Writing, Second Edition (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett
Publishing, 2013), 70.
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prefer to call them “key sentences.” There are at least two downsides of the phrase “topic
sentence.” First, it makes it seem like the paramount job of that sentence is simply to an-
nounce the topic of the paragraph. Second, it makes it seem like the topic sentence must
always be a single grammatical sentence. Calling it a “key sentence” reminds us that it
expresses the central idea of the paragraph. And sometimes a question or a two-sentence
construction functions as the key.

The key to staying on topic within a paragraph is starting with a topic
sentence. It doesn’t even have to be perfect to work from it! Just figure out
what you really want to say in that one specific paragraph and go. Then,
you ... EDIT (haha, made you flinch!) All joking aside, editing really is a
very important step in this process. By going back over what you wrote,
you can check to see if what you wrote in that paragraph fits with what
you actually intend to say as well as to make sure everything is cohesive
and coherent!

Kaethe Leonard

Key sentences in academic writing do two things. First, they establish the main point that
the rest of the paragraph supports. Second, they situate each paragraph within the sequence
of the argument, a task that requires transitioning from the prior paragraph. Consider these
two examples: 2

Version A:

Now we turn to the epidemiological evidence.

Version B:

The epidemiological evidence provides compelling support for the hypothesis
emerging from etiological studies.

Both versions convey a topic; it’s pretty easy to predict that the paragraph will be about
epidemiological evidence, but only the second version establishes an argumentative point
and puts it in context. The paragraph doesn't just describe the epidemiological evidence;
it shows how epidemiology is telling the same story as etiology. Similarly, while Version
A doesn't relate to anything in particular, Version B immediately suggests that the prior
paragraph addresses the biological pathway (i.e. etiology) of a disease and that the new
paragraph will bolster the emerging hypothesis with a different kind of evidence. As a
reader, it’s easy to keep track of how the paragraph about cells and chemicals and such
relates to the paragraph about populations in different places.

By clearly establishing an essential point within its analytic context, a well written key
sentence gives both you and your reader a firm grasp of how each point relates. For example,
compare these two sets of key sentences, each introducing a sequential paragraph®:

2 Etiology is the cause of a disease—what’s actually happening in cells and tissues—while
epidemiology is the incidence of a disease in a population.

3 'This example is drawn from key points from Steven Epstein’s Impure Science: AIDS, Activism,
and the Politics of Knowledge (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1996). An excellent read.
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Version A:

At the beginning of the AIDS epidemic, the cause of the disease was unclear. ...
The cause of AIDS is HIV. ...

There are skeptics who question whether HIV is the cause. ...

Version B:

At the beginning of the AIDS epidemic, the cause of the disease was unclear,
leading to a broad range of scientific speculation. ...

By 1986 HIV had been isolated and found to correlate almost exactly with the
incidence of AIDS. ...

HIV skeptics, on the other hand, sought to discredit claims based on epidemiology
by emphasizing that the pathogenesis of HIV was still unknown. ...

Version A isn’t wrong per se; it just illustrates a lost opportunity to show the im-
portant connections among points. Both versions portray a process unfolding over
time: initial uncertainty followed by a breakthrough discovery and then contro-
versy. Even with the same substantive points, a person reading Version A would
have to work harder to see how the material in the paragraphs connects. Readers
experience Version B as clearer and more engaging.

Thinking of key sentences as sequential points in an argument reminds one that
a key sentence doesn’t have to always be a single declarative one. Sometimes you
need two sentences together to achieve the work of a key sentence, and sometimes
a question or quotation does a better job than a declarative sentence in clarifying
a logical sequence:

Version C:

At the beginning of the AIDS epidemic the cause was unclear. Virologists, bacteri-
ologists, immunologists, and epidemiologists all pursued different leads, reflecting
their particular areas of expertise...

If drug use, lifestyle, and “immune overload” didn’t cause AIDS, what did?...

«o.

ve asked questions they apparently can't answer,” claimed retrovirologist Peter
Duesberg* who became an oft-quoted skeptical voice in media accounts of AIDS
research in the mid-1980s. ...

Version C is ba