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INTRODUCTION TO COLLEGE
WRITING

In this section you will look at purposes of writing as well as
some distinctions and defining characteristics of essays.
You’ll also look at the differences between simple and
sophisticated writing.

Topics in this section:Topics in this section:

• Why Write?
• Essay Definition
• Essays as Conversation
• Simple vs. Sophisticated Writing

NAVIGATING THIS TEXT

The main page of the text contains a link to each page.

If you want to read all of the pages within a section, go to the first page of that section and then keep clicking the
“next” button at the bottom to get to the next page. (There’s also a “previous” button at the bottom of the page.)

You’ll know what section you’re in by looking under the OER services logo at the top of the page; the sample
below shows that you’re in the section “Using Sources.”

To go back to the main page of the text, just click the College Writing title at the top of the page.
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WHY WRITE?

Consider this: a recent survey of employers conducted by
the Association of American Colleges and Universities
found that 89 percent89 percent of employers say that colleges and
universities should place more emphasis on “the ability to
effectively communicate orally and in writing.”[1] 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 percent)

• “The ability to analyze and solve complex
problems” (75 percent)

• “The ability to locate, organize, and evaluate information from multiple sources” (68 percent).

This emphasis on communication probably reflects the changing reality of work in the professions. 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.”2 If you want to be a professional who interacts frequently with others3—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,4 all of which depend on effective communication.

So how does learning about writing in college help foster
the skills employers need? Essentially, writing is thinking
and expressing your thoughts to others. Employers want
employees who can think and communicate logically,
clearly, and appropriately to the audience and situation.
Writing helps you become more conscious of these skills
which, in turn, helps you hone them. Employers also want
employees who can solve problems and who are resilient
in attitude and action. As you move through writing
processes, you will learn to develop an assertion in
answer to a question or problem, and may move through
multiple writing phases and drafts in order to finalize a
piece of writing.

Although college writing itself can take many forms, such
as digital text, proposals, reviews of articles, case studies,
creative writing, and more, the information in this text
focuses on essay writing. Essays are traditional college
writing assignments, as they ask you to offer an insight or
opinion on a topic and back it up with evidence. Analytical,

logical thinking, organizational, and communication skills developed through essay writing are applicable to many
work and life situations.

1 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 Ibid., 5.

https://courses.lumenlearning.com/suny-fmcc-english1/chapter/writing-in-college/#footnote-24-1
https://milnepublishing.geneseo.edu/writing-in-college-from-competence-to-excellence/chapter/really-writing-again/#footnote-008
https://milnepublishing.geneseo.edu/writing-in-college-from-competence-to-excellence/chapter/really-writing-again/#footnote-007
http://www.aacu.org/leap/documents/2013_EmployerSurvey.pdf
http://www.aacu.org/leap/documents/2013_EmployerSurvey.pdf
https://milnepublishing.geneseo.edu/writing-in-college-from-competence-to-excellence/chapter/really-writing-again/#footnote-006
https://milnepublishing.geneseo.edu/writing-in-college-from-competence-to-excellence/chapter/really-writing-again/#footnote-009-backlink
http://www.aacu.org/leap/documents/2009_EmployerSurvey.pdf
https://milnepublishing.geneseo.edu/writing-in-college-from-competence-to-excellence/chapter/really-writing-again/#footnote-008-backlink


3 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!

4 Hart Research Associates, It 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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ESSAY DEFINITION

Much of your college writing will be in the form of essays. On the day I accessed Dictionary.com and searched for
“essay,” I found the following definitions (quoted directly):

1. a) A short literary composition on a single subject, usually presenting the personal view of the author. b)
Something resembling such a composition: a photojournalistic essay.

2. A testing or trial of the value or nature of a thing: an essay of the student’s capabilities.
3. An initial attempt or endeavor, especially a tentative attempt.

1. To make an attempt at; try
2. To subject to a test.

1. An analytic or interpretive literary composition

So… why essays? What’s so important about this form? As
you can see from the definitions, an essay is a piece of
writing that attempts to explain something, or analyze
something, or present the author’s insight. These
words–“attempt,” “explain,” “analyze,” “author’s
insight”–should already give you the idea that an essay’s
purpose is not simply to inform (e.g., describe the events of
the first moon landing for the U.S.). Rather, an essay’s
purpose, especially in an academic setting, is to provide a
written explanation of your own ideas, interpretations,
insights, and evaluations (e.g., why the first moon landing by
the U.S. was important to our economy, or how the first
moon landing influenced architectural design in the 1960s,
or what the effects of the first moon landing were on foreign
relations). It’s your thinking and viewpoint that are important
in essay writing; an essay offers your direct reflection on, or analysis of, a focused topic.

College writing often involves essay writing because the very purpose of a college education is to further develop
your thinking skills, foster new insights and interpretations, create and analyze an argument in terms of
appropriate evidence, and question concepts and provide your own interpretation of ideas. Essays help you do
that – writing an essay, based on your ideas, often helps you formulate those ideas as well.

https://milnepublishing.geneseo.edu/writing-in-college-from-competence-to-excellence/chapter/really-writing-again/#footnote-007-backlink
https://milnepublishing.geneseo.edu/writing-in-college-from-competence-to-excellence/chapter/really-writing-again/#footnote-006-backlink
http://www.aacu.org/sites/default/files/files/LEAP/2013_EmployerSurvey.pdf
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
https://courses.lumenlearning.com/engcomp1-wmopen/chapter/writing-in-college/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
http://textbooks.opensuny.org/writing-in-college-from-competence-to-excellence/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
https://pixabay.com/en/why-text-question-marketing-office-1780726/
https://creativecommons.org/about/cc0
https://pixabay.com/en/computer-adult-laptop-office-woman-3365366/
https://creativecommons.org/about/cc0
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ESSAYS AS CONVERSATION

Think of an essay as participating in a conversation, in which you offer your ideas and provide details to explain
those ideas to others. Writers do not make their claims in an enormous blank room where no one else is and
nothing else has ever happened. Writers make their claims in the real world where people with other opinions,
values, beliefs, and experiences live. To make a claim is to enter into a conversation with these people. The
rhetorician Kenneth Burke once famously described this as a parlor or a party to which you have come late to find
out that people are already in heated discussions about a topic. Everyone has been in these kinds of arguments.

For example, you arrive somewhere to meet two friends and discover that they are discussing where to go to
dinner or what movie to see. Each friend presents his or her argument, setting out evidence for why this
restaurant or movie is a good choice, and each friend pokes holes in the other person’s argument, pointing out
why you would not enjoy that restaurant or movie. You are expected to take a role in this discussion. Maybe you
take a stand with one friend over the other or maybe you try to reach a compromise and propose a third
restaurant or movie that everyone could accept. This can lead to even further discussion.

This discussion between three friends is somewhat like
Burke’s idea of the parlor but there are differences.
Eventually the conversation between the three friends will
reach an end: they will go to dinner or a movie, perhaps,
or they will all go home. Everyone entered into the
conversation, made his or her claims, responded to other
people, and went on with his or her life. their lives. Burke,
however, was talking about the conversations and
arguments that take place in the larger culture and the
world as a whole. Those are the larger conversations
you’ll participate in as you deal with issues in psychology,
business management, literature, history…whatever your
specific academic focus is in whatever college course you
are taking at the moment. Essay writing is one way of
participating in that conversation.

Remember that college essay assignments often expect you to delve deeply into an issue, analyzing its various
sides in order to come to your own conclusions, based on your observations, insights, and appropriate
research. As you develop your own conclusions, you’ll have interesting ideas to offer in conversation.

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/EWl-r9ovzFk?feature=oembed
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SIMPLE VS. SOPHISTICATED WRITING

Simple and sophisticated writing differ in these aspects:

• depth of thought and insight into the issue – Sophisticated writing deals with complicated issues, may
offer a variety of insights or viewpoints, and analyzes and evaluates those viewpoints. On the other
hand, simple writing deals with less complex/more obvious issues, offers mainly one viewpoint into the
issue, and offers more information than analysis.

• idea development in the support – Sophisticated writing develops ideas with fuller details and specifics
than simple writing.

• type of source used in the support – Sophisticated writing mainly uses sources written for professionals
in the field of inquiry (e.g., an engineering journal), while simple writing mainly uses sources written for
the general public (e.g., Popular Mechanics).

• integration of source information – Sophisticated writers summarize and paraphrase source information
in research essays, and try to “fit” all information together seamlessly, no matter what the source.
Sophisticated writers weave source information with their own insights (while carefully citing source
information). Writers on a simpler level tend to use large amounts of direct quotation with less personal
insight and commentary.

Realize, though, that the distinction is not quite as simple as described above. A writer may create a sophisticated
piece of writing about a seemingly simple, obvious topic. Sophistication comes in the way the writer thinks about
and treats the topic. Despite what many people think, language use—flowery, complicated language—is not the
primary way to distinguish simple from sophisticated writing. All writing, simple and sophisticated alike, should aim
for clear, direct language. The sophisticated writer simply uses that clear language in a more creative or unique
way.

Think of simple vs. sophisticated writing by using a food/cooking analogy.

Both types of writing start with the same few ingredients (main idea, supporting ideas, language).

SimpleSimple writingwriting tends to use these ingredients in a traditional way, over and over again. And this is fine, as long as
the combination results in a clear, direct product, such as a simple meal.



SophisticatedSophisticated writingwriting, on the other hand, tends to add more ingredients and/or use ingredients in unusual ways,
creating a fuller variety of taste, such as in a complex recipe or a large meal with many choices.

Most writers start out on a relatively simple level and progress—so realize that the distinction between simple and
sophisticated writing is not intended to scare you! It’s simply intended to help you become more aware of the goal
to work toward. Greater sophistication, in writing as well as cooking, comes with practice, practice, practice.
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ESSAY WRITING PROCESSES

In this section you will learn about essay-writing processes.

Topics in this section:Topics in this section:

• Product- vs. Process-based Writing
• Writing Process Overview
• Considering Writing Contexts
• Writing Process Summary

PRODUCT- VS. PROCESS-BASED WRITING

How do you develop an essay? The first and most
important concept to understand is this: essays do not
happen all at once. An essay writer rarely creates an
essay (the product) in one sitting, due to the nature of
essay writing. Essay writing is a process and, like any
process, there are overall stages or steps that you’ll
learn about and apply. You’ll eventually develop your
own process or processes for writing, going through
these stages.

The chart below offers a fuller comparison of process vs. product writing.

Product-Based WritingProduct-Based Writing

Example: writing a news story under a deadline for a blog postExample: writing a news story under a deadline for a blog post

Process-Based WritingProcess-Based Writing

Example: writing a college essayExample: writing a college essay

• assumes that writers produce texts in “one sitting,” without
revising or taking pauses in their work

• assumes that the
meaning of the writing is
created and evolves
during composing and
revision

• forces the writer to “think before writing.” Product-oriented
writers must have a clear plan for writing in their heads before
composing

• multiple drafts are
necessary as writing… is
a means of making
knowledge, learning, and
critical thinking



• one draft forces the writer to settle for what came first, which
may or may not be his/her best work

• writing happens in
stages that include but
are not limited to
prewriting, writing, and
revising

• writing is a non-linear
process, and its stages
often overlap

• little or no opportunity for feedback from others

• writers actively seek
feedback from readers
and judiciously use that
feedback in their
revisions

• The product model is a “make it or break it” model. The very first
reader who sees the writing, be it a boss at work or a teacher at
school, is its judge and jury. This very first reader of a piece
grades it or evaluates it in some other way, returning the verdict
to the writer.

• The process model
empowers writers by
encouraging them to
understand and refine
their writing strategies
and techniques.
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WRITING PROCESS OVERVIEW

Here’s an overview of stages and processes of writing that you’ll be learning about and using as you study college
writing.

1. Considering writing – involves identifying the context of the writing – your purpose, writing type, and
intended audience – as an initial planning step

2. Prewriting – includes many different ways of generating information for writing
3. Creating a thesis/topic sentences/support – involves identifying your main insight or assertion to be

supported, and identifying appropriate categories and types of support
4. Writing the draft – involves ordering the categories of support, creating an introduction and conclusion,

and creating the whole piece of writing
5. Revising – involves reviewing and evaluating the draft for context, thesis, topic sentences, and support,

as well as clarity of language and appropriateness of format.

The table below more fully characterizes these five main processes. As you can see, writing is much more than
the actual physical act of sitting at the keyboard and creating a draft.
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Writing Processes

1. Considering1. Considering
WritingWriting

2. Prewriting2. Prewriting
3. Developing Thesis /3. Developing Thesis /

Topic Sentences /Topic Sentences /
SupportSupport

4. Writing the Draft4. Writing the Draft 5. Revising*5. Revising*

may include these
components:

• identifying
purpose

• identifying
audience

• identifying
type of
writing

• identifying
context of
the writing

• considering
the idea
you want to
express –
creating a
working
thesis

may include these
components:

• journaling
• freewriting
• brainstorming
• mapping
• listing
• outlining
• creating a

working
thesis

may include these
components:

• creating a
working
thesis

• developing
ideas with
details,
examples –
additional
brainstorming

• organizing
supporting
information
into logical
groups –
developing
topic
sentences

• researching
and verifying
sources

• notetaking

may include these
components:

◦ creating
and/or
revising a
thesis

◦ revising
topic
sentences

◦ developing
paragraphs
fully

◦ organizing
and linking
paragraphs

◦ writing an
introduction

◦ writing a
conclusion

may include these
components:

• revising thesisrevising thesis
for clarity,for clarity,
appropriatenessappropriateness

• revising forrevising for
unity betweenunity between
thesis andthesis and
supportsupport

• revising supportrevising support
to add/subtractto add/subtract

• revising forrevising for
structure: topicstructure: topic
sentences,sentences,
paragraphs,paragraphs,
etc.etc.

• revising in lightrevising in light
of writingof writing
considerations:considerations:
purpose,purpose,
audience, type,audience, type,
contextcontext

• revising for
grammatical
correctness

• revising for
language style

• revising for
appropriate
documentation

• revising for
appropriate
layout/ format



One of the first things you may have
noticed is the prevalence of that word
“thesisthesis.” Sometimes you start off your
writing process with a main idea,
argument, or insight (thesis) that you
want to write about, and sometimes the
main idea or thesis evolves as you move
through the various stages. Know that in
any course on college writing, you’ll focus
consistently on the concept of “thesis.”

Although the table above implies a
sequence to these processes, given that
we generally read tables from left to right
and from top to bottom, the sequence
actually varies from writer to writer, and
from writing project to writing project.
Often, writing processes are depicted as
in the image shown here, showing a
circle that can be accessed at any given
point.

However you choose to visualize “how
writing happens,” just remember that it
doesn’t happen all at once, and it
certainly can happen differently,
depending on the particular writer and/or
the particular writing task. As you do
more and more writing, you’ll engage in all of these processes, and you’ll develop a sequence that’s comfortable
for you.

Licensing & AttributionsLicensing & Attributions

CC licensed content, OriginalCC licensed content, Original

• Writing Process Overview. Authored byAuthored by: Susan Oaks. Provided byProvided by: Empire State College, SUNY OER Services. ProjectProject: College Writing. LicenseLicense: CC BY-NC: Attribution-NonCommercial

CONSIDERING WRITING CONTEXTS

There are three main contexts to consider when approaching writing:

1. purpose of the writing
2. type of writing
3. reading audience

First of all, writing exists within the context of what you want to accomplish, your purpose: to inform, instruct,
analyze, argue logically, evaluate, etc. For example, if your purpose is to argue logically and persuade your
reader of the validity of your stance on an issue, you’ll know even before you start prewriting that you’ll need to
include support that addresses the opposing side in order to create a balanced presentation.

Secondly, writing exists within the context of the type of writing you intend to do: blogging, business proposal,
case study, academic writing, etc. In a study of college writing, you’ll most likely be writing either research or non-
research essays. Knowing the type of writing that you intend to do can help you make decisions about content,
format, and overall approach. For example, if you’re writing a non-research essay offering your own reflections or
observations on contemporary manners, you may decide that it’s fine to use a light-hearted tone and informal
writing style. You may decide on a more formal approach if you’re writing an essay based on an assigned
textbook reading on contemporary manners for a sociology course.
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Third and most important, writing exists in the context of
communication, as a conversation between you and your reader/s.
Considering your audience – your readers’ knowledge of your topic,
their interests, age, etc. – will help you identify the amount, depth,
and type of information to include in your writing.

All three contexts are important to consider, sometimes before and
definitely after you prewrite. Note that it’s also useful to consider
contexts in the writing and revising stages to ensure that you’re
clearly addressing your purpose, audience, and conventions for the
writing type.
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WRITING PROCESS SUMMARY

View the following videos for a good review of stages in the writing process.

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/V1pnpL8295E?feature=oembed

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/5y1LnImU63A?feature=oembed
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PREWRITING

In this section you will learn about different ways to start the writing process, so that you understand various
techniques that writers use. You’ll then be able to choose what works for you and work those techniques into
your own writing process.

Topics in this section:Topics in this section:

• Developing Ideas for Writing
• Prewriting Strategies Overview
• Freewriting
• Brainstorming
• Clustering/Mapping
• Journaling
• Responding to a Text
• Skimming
• Asking Questions
• Making a List
• Working with Prewriting

DEVELOPING IDEAS FOR WRITING

Prewriting Definition

Prewriting means just what it says—it’s the writing that occurs before you actually write a draft. Richard Nordquist
writes that

“In composition, the term prewriting refers to any activity that helps a writer think about a topic, determine a
purpose, analyze an audience, and prepare to write. Prewriting is closely related to the art of invention in
classical rhetoric.

‘The objective of prewriting,’ according to Roger Caswell and Brenda Mahler, ‘is to prepare students for
writing by allowing them to discover what they know and what else they need to know. Prewriting invites
exploration and promotes the motivation to write’ (Strategies for Teaching Writing, 2004).” [1]

In order to explore and identify what might be fruitful ideas for writing, I tend to jot concepts, phrases, and notes to
myself. Sometimes I draw linkages to connect related ideas. Other writers tend to just write in order to explore
and identify patterns of thought. Still other writers list out all of the concepts and information they can think of
around a certain topic, and then narrow and refine their lists. Others start writing a really “drafty draft” of an essay,
and then circle back into prewriting strategies to develop ideas. Any prewriting strategy is fine, depending on “how
your mind thinks” and how you like to discover and explore ideas.



Prewriting Processes

(text from here to end of page © Empire State College)

How do writers develop ideas for writing? Writers use
many techniques, and it’s a bet that most of the
techniques involve writing itself. Think of a composer
creating ideas for a song by playing notes on a piano
keyboard. Think of a sculptor creating ideas for a statue
by shaping and reshaping pieces of clay. Think of a quilter
creating ideas for a quilt pattern by arranging and
rearranging different snippets of fabric. All creative
endeavors go through preliminary stages in which
creators generate ideas, discard some, and play with
others that capture their imaginations or that seem to “fit
the bill.” Each creator develops ideas by getting immersed and “doodling” in the particular medium. And writing is
no different. In writer’s terms, that preliminary stage of idea development is called “prewriting.”

Prewriting usually is messy in terms of having ideas
scattered all over the place–think of the quilter with pieces
of fabric all over the living room floor. For a lot of people,
it’s liberating to be messy and not worry about logic,
pattern, or final form. That’s the purpose of prewriting, to
be as free-ranging as possible in generating ideas. If
you’re aggravated by mess, then prewriting can be
thought of as pre-planning, as a means of generating the
ideas and data that will help you create the essay draft.
Either way, prewriting is a stage of idea incubation, a way
to generate ideas and capture your thoughts through
writing.

Ideas for writing develop in many ways, and prewriting
techniques reflect the different ways in which ideas can
develop. Some forms of prewriting are intended to help
you bring subconscious ideas and interests into
consciousness (some forms help if you tend to draw a
blank when you’re asked to “write about what interests
you”):

• Freewriting
• Brainstorming
• Clustering/mapping
• Maintaining a personal journal

Other forms of prewriting are intended to help you
generate your own ideas in response to others’ ideas:

• Responding to a text
• Maintaining a response journal

Still other forms of prewriting are intended to help you both generate and focus ideas about a subject that you’ve
already chosen:

• Asking questions about a subject
• Making a list
• Working with prewriting

[1] Nordquist, Richard. “Prewriting (Composition).” Glossary of Grammatical and Rhetorical Terms, ThoughtCo., 6
Mar. 2017, www.thoughtco.com/prewriting-composition-1691676.
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PREWRITING STRATEGIES OVERVIEW

This video explains four main strategies for prewriting. Although you’ll read about these strategies and more in
the upcoming pages, the video provides a good introduction to some basic approaches to prewriting.

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/OQJSrQT9loI?feature=oembed
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FREEWRITING

Freewriting helps you identify subjects in which you are interested. It assumes that you know your interests
subconsciously but may not be able to identify them consciously, and it assumes that you can bring your interests
into consciousness by writing about them (as writing equals thinking). Freewriting is like stream-of-consciousness
writing in which you write down whatever happens to be in your thoughts at the moment. After you do a number of
freewritings, you may find that you have come back to certain subjects again and again. Repeated subjects are
good for further development through writing, as they obviously are important in your thoughts.

To freewrite, use your computer or get paper and pencil,
whatever is more comfortable for you. Get a kitchen timer
or a watch. Write down whatever comes into your head
during five minutes without concerning yourself with
complete thoughts, whole sentences, or correct spelling or
punctuation. Don’t even be concerned about making
sense in the writing. Just concentrate on recording your
thoughts and filling as much space as possible before the
five minutes elapse. If you can’t think of anything to write,
just write “don’t know don’t know” until you have other
thoughts. If you think that this exercise is stupid, then write
“this is stupid this is stupid” until you have other thoughts.

Remember, the purpose of freewriting is to fill as much space with as many words as possible in the five minutes
of writing time. After the first five minutes, rest a minute and read over what you have written, then follow the
procedure at least two more times. Stop at this point and do something else. Do another series of five-minute
freewritings later in the day. You may be able to discern common threads (repeated ideas) after you do a number
of freewritings. The ideas you repeat are good ones for essays as they obviously are ideas that interest you.
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freewriting. don’t know. don’t know. this is harder than I thought it would be. worried. what if I don’t have any
ideas to bring out. the writer’s perpetual concern–lack of ideas. Cliches. wonder how they got started? had
meaning at one time. say “every dog has his day” now and people will jump at you for using sexist language.
don’t know. don’t know. don’t know. don’t know. hear the timer ticking. time. so much to do and so little time to
do it in. what is time? arbitrary or not? different for different people. so many people pressed for time now.
wonder if time went more slowly in grandparents’ day, if they needed 24 hrs. to do what we now do in 12. they
had to use washboards, coal heat. greenhouse effect. are we greenhousing? greenhouse should have a nice,
flowering plant connotation, not self-destruction. destruction by plants. Little Shop of Horrors. plants going
crazy. at least the weeds in the garden do.

don’t know. don’t know. don’t know. don’t know. don’t know. wish the 5 min. would go faster. fast time. slow
time. fast time when you’re doing something you like. slow time waiting in dentist’s office or in any place where
you’d rather not be. Slow time for children waiting for something special to happen and fast when it’s
happening. hard to write write write write write. right. what is right? Orville and Wilbur were Wright. bad puns to
fill the 5 min. Why do people groan at puns? wonder how that got started. don’t know. don’t know.

do not like bugs in summer. flies and mosquitoes the worst. Read somewhere that June is “kill the filthy fly”
month. I agree. hate those large flies that buzz you, usually when you’re trying to eat lunch. read about cluster
flies recently. they seem to cluster around your coffee when you go out of the room. then the big question, did
they dip into it or not? mosquitoes as bad at night. like divebombers in your ears. don’t know. don’t know. don’t
know. there are other annoyances, part of everyday life. call waiting, caller id, especially when you’re on the
calling end. telephone solicitors. door-to-door salespeople. rude people in general. the person in the express
line at the supermarket with 20 items in the cart. could go on about this one.

Sample of Freewriting

Read the following set of three freewritings. Can you find recurrent thoughts that would be interesting for the
writer to develop?

Freewriting #1

Freewriting #2

Freewriting #3

One obvious topic for this writer seems to be “time,” or the different ways in which we perceive time (adult vs.
children’s perception of time, how time is counted in sporting events, etc.). “Annoyances” may be another topic,
as the writer mentions that he/she “could go on about this one.” Actually, any topic mentioned here is a possibility
for an essay (“bugs,” “cliches,” “greenhouse effect,” “puns”); the choice depends on the writer’s purpose (research
or non-research writing?), interests (for which topic can I most easily generate information?), audience (what will
interest my readers?), and parameters (what is the type of writing assigned?).

(this page’s text © Empire State College)
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BRAINSTORMING

Brainstorming, like freewriting, is a prewriting technique designed to bring subconscious ideas into
consciousness. It’s a good technique to use when you know a general subject you’re interested in writing about
but don’t exactly know what aspect of the subject you want to pursue. Brainstorming is like a stream-of-
consciousness technique in which you rapidly record all ideas related to a general subject. All ideas are equally
acceptable; the purpose of brainstorming is to identify as many ideas related to the subject as possible.

Most likely you have either experienced brainstorming in a
business setting or have seen it portrayed on television or
film: the ad exec holds up a product and says to the
advertising team, “All right, people, let’s pitch ideas to sell
this soap!,” and a person standing by a flip chart jots down
ideas frantically as employees shout them out.

Brainstorming also involves a second step. Once you’ve
exhausted your ideas about the subject, you need to go
back to those ideas and review them, crossing some off,
linking others that are related, and marking some that
seem more important than others. You can group and re-
group ideas that you’ve generated, and perhaps decide to
pursue some ideas further through more brainstorming or other types of prewriting.

Sample of Brainstorming

subject: SoupSoup
chicken
medicinal properties
soup recipes
dinner
water quality and its effect on flavor of soup
web site for soup
cultures
Mediterranean soup with lamb intestines
vegetable soups
soup spots on clothing
certain cities o.k. for men eating soup to sling necktie over shoulder
soup etiquette
side or point of spoon in mouth
stone soup children’s story
new diet craze

There are many ways in which the writer could work with these ideas. Some of the ideas fall into logical groups
(e.g., “chicken,” “vegetable,” and “mediterranean” are types of soup). Other ideas can be developed through more
prewriting. For example, the writer could take one of the ideas–soup etiquette–and generate a listgenerate a list of the different,
accepted ways of eating soup in various parts of the country (something that might eventually turn into a
humorous essay and a commentary on regional cultures). Or the writer could decide that a topic such as
medicinal properties of soup merited further research and might ask a series of questionsask a series of questions to further narrow that
topic and generate a research question. And the writer might cross out some ideas that don’t seem useful for the
writing’s purpose (e.g., “soup recipes” may not be appropriate for a college-level analytical research paper). Any
of these next steps is appropriate.

(this page’s text © Empire State College)



Licensing & AttributionsLicensing & Attributions

CC licensed content, Shared previouslyCC licensed content, Shared previously

• image of papers and messy notes. Provided byProvided by: Pixabay. Located atLocated at: https://pixabay.com/en/paper-messy-notes-abstract-papers-3033204/. LicenseLicense: CC0: No Rights Reserved

All rights reserved contentAll rights reserved content

• Brainstorming. Authored byAuthored by: Susan Oaks, Elaine Handley. Provided byProvided by: Empire State College. Located atLocated at: https://www.esc.edu/online-writing-center/resources/academic-writing/process/prewriting-developing-ideas/
brainstorming/%20. ProjectProject: Writing Resources. LicenseLicense: All Rights Reserved. License TermsLicense Terms: Copyright, Empire State College. Used with permission.

CLUSTERING/MAPPING

Clustering or mapping can help you become aware of different ways to think about a subject. To do a cluster or
“mind map,” write your general subject down in the middle of a piece of paper. Then, using the whole sheet of
paper, rapidly jot down ideas related to that subject. If an idea spawns other ideas, link them together using lines
and circles to form a cluster of ideas. The whole purpose here is to use lines and circles to show visually how your
ideas relate to one another and to the main subject. Note that there are also many free mind mapping software
sites.

Here are a few more sample mind maps.
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A cluster or map combines the two stages of brainstorming (recording ideas and then grouping them) into one. It
also allows you to see, at a glance, the aspects of the subject about which you have the most to say, so it can
help you choose how to focus a broad subject for writing.

(this page’s text © Empire State College)
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JOURNALING

A personal journal is a good, ongoing way to record your observations
and thoughts–your personal responses to your world–and thus develop
ideas for writing. A personal journal is more than just a record of what
happens in your life (it’s more than just “on Monday I went to the library;
on Tuesday I stayed late at work”). A personal journal is a record of your
observations, feelings, and reflections on your experience. You may want
to write about an incident you observed, a person, a place, an important
childhood experience, different reactions to a situation, a current issue, a
goal, an ethical problem, or any other subject that has attracted your
attention and occupied your thoughts. Consider yourself an investigator
and ask why something is the way it is, why people respond in certain
ways to a particular situation, what a person’s or place’s or item’s special
characteristics are, or how something happened. In other words, think
about what you observe and write those thoughts in your journal entries.
Think of Andy Rooney’s commentaries as a prototype for journal entries;
he often starts an essay or a television segment by asking, “Did you ever
wonder why…?”

Sample Journal Entry

The people on my street had an impromptu meeting outside today as a result of an upsetting article in
the local newspaper. The township intends to take over some land, not on our street, but on the street
perpendicular to ours, in order to widen the two-lane highway there. That means that the two people on
the end of the street would lose the buffer of land between their houses and the road and have the road
almost up to their doorsteps–and their property values would go down. There’s not that much traffic, not
enough to necessitate another lane in the road, and the speed limit has to remain the same, as it’s a
residential area. So there’s a lot of resentment at this unexpected situation. It’s all occurring now
because the town got a grant and has to use the money by a certain date or lose it. Even though we
were all upset, we all handled the situation differently. A number of people were just plain angry and so
upset that they couldn’t do much more than yell about it. A few others tried to talk about tactics that we
could take as a group, ways in which we could stop or at least delay the town’s action. One person,
who seems to be emerging as the group’s leader, talked about specific channels that we could tap into
and knew names of persons to contact. She started to get the group organized into smaller sub-groups
to do different tasks. It amazes me that people who haven’t done much more than say hello in passing
this past year were able to get together this quickly to start to fight for a cause.

Through this journal entry, the writer has identified a number of ideas that may be fruitful for broader development
in an essay, ideas related to how people function in groups, community organization, different responses to
adverse situations, and the workings of local governments.
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RESPONDING TO A TEXT

Many writers develop ideas from reading. For example, what
do you think about a recent magazine article about
manufacturers moving out of the U.S. to keep costs down (to
pay workers $1.00 a day instead of $18.00 per hour)? What
do you think about a newspaper editorial that is for/against
quotas to ensure equal employment? What do you think
about the idea, offered in a college textbook, that the U.S. is
a society dominated by a traditional class structure?
Reading can spark lots of ideas for writing, and it’s a sure
bet that you will be asked to respond to certain assigned
college readings with your own ideas.

You can prewrite for an essay by writing your ideas down as
you read. Record your thoughts in the margins. Agree or disagree with others’ ideas, and jot down your reasons.
Jot down questions that occur to you as you read. In essence, carry on your own dialogue with the writer of the
text, as though you were talking with him or her, and write that dialogue down so you can retrieve it later on.
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SKIMMING

Sometimes just looking online at a news site, or skimming a newspaper or
a magazine can help you generate an idea that might be useful for essay
development. Skimming can be a form of prewriting, although you
definitely will go back and forth between skimming and other prewriting
strategies, such as brainstorming, making a list, or more.

If you can’t identify a focus for an essay through other prewriting strategies,
skim a newspaper, magazine, blog, or website, something in which the
writer offers his or her own thoughts and assertions about an issue. Does
any article immediately interest you? Can you easily identify some
personal thoughts about the same issue, or about a related issue that
occurred to you as you skimmed the publication?

Skimming may lead to a closer reading of the text, and may lead into the
prewriting strategy of responding to a text. Or it may simply jog your
thinking about possible topics. Either outcome is fine, as a way of
generating some ideas for writing. Once you have an idea, go back to
other prewriting strategies and use what makes sense to you to help
develop that idea further.
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ASKING QUESTIONS

Asking questions is a form of prewriting that allows you to:

• ask questions to develop a perspective on a subject that you think you want to write about.
• narrow a subject that you already have chosen.
• determine whether it’s feasible to pursue your chosen subject, especially if you’re doing a research

paper.

Ask Questions to Develop a Perspective on a
Subject

Ask the journalist’s “who,” “what,” “when,” “where,” “why” and
“how” in order to:

• get a sense of the subject’s scope
• determine how you may want to approach the

subject ( the angle that makes sense for you to take
when thinking about the subject)

Ask Questions to Narrow a Subject

Ask questions about your subject and use the answer to
activate another question until you come to a question that is
a good stopping place (a focused question that you know you
can research, or a focused question that you can answer on
your own with examples and details).

For example:For example:

Subject: EducationSubject: Education

Possible QuestionsPossible Questions Possible AnswersPossible Answers

Education in what country? the U.S.

What level of U.S. education? education for children

What level of childhood education? Head Start

What do I want to know about it? special programs

Any particular programs? reading readiness

How effective are Head Start (and so on…)
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Possible QuestionsPossible Questions Possible AnswersPossible Answers

or reading readiness programs? (and so on…)

or

Subject: EducationSubject: Education

Possible QuestionsPossible Questions Possible AnswersPossible Answers

Education for whom? college students

What type of college student? adult, returning student

What problems do adult returning students face? (and so on…)

As you develop a “chain,” using each answer to generate another question, your subject both narrows in scope
and becomes more complex, which is more appropriate for a college-level essay which requires some depth of
thought.

Once you have a few subjects that you think might be appropriate for further
development into essays or research papers, ask questions to determine each subject’s
feasibility:

• What exactly do I know about the subject?
• Where did I get my knowledge (first-hand experience, books, television, newspapers, discussions with

others, etc.)?
• Will my knowledge yield sufficient examples and details for me to write in some depth about this subject,

or will I have to do some additional research? That is, if I want to write about this subject, what else do I
need to know?

• Where can I find additional information if I need more? Books? Magazines? Journals? Interviews with
co-workers or family members? Personal observations?
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MAKING A LIST

Making a list means just what it says, recording ideas that
relate directly to a certain subject. Listing is more directed
than brainstorming or freewriting; if you decide to make a list
as a form of prewriting, then you already have a sense of
both your particular focus on the subject and the various
aspects related to that focus. You may end up expanding or
deleting from your list as you work with it, and that’s to be
expected. A list is a means of capturing all aspects that you
can think of that relate to your focus on the subject.

For example:

Focused Subject: ways in which communication can flow in
an organization

1. traditional top-down, with managers providing information and issuing orders to subordinates
2. bottom-up, which is rarer, in which management has an open-door policy for receiving information and

suggestions from employees
3. cross-departments, in which people on the same level in the organization share information
4. working teams, which may include members from various levels of the organization brought together by

a special project
5. grapevine, which cuts through all levels and is the most difficult to control
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WORKING WITH PREWRITING

The point of prewriting is to record an array of thoughts so that you have a pool to draw from for your essay. You
may have recorded a mish-mash of information and ideas. I know that I think of my prewriting as a splatter. My
prewriting tends to be the stuff that’s in my head that I just have to spill out on paper (okay, so I have messy stuff
going on in my head). The task then becomes to sort through that stuff, choosing some pieces and discarding
others, so that I’m moving from a hodgepodge of information to a focus that I can develop and support for an
essay.
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In essence, to work with prewriting, you need to move
from self to subject. As important as each piece of
prewriting is in helping you identify ideas for writing, a
prewriting entry alone may not provide enough information
to write a whole essay. Prewriting is confined only to your
own experiences, observations, and thoughts. In order to
develop an essay, you may need to bring in additional
experiences, observations, and thoughts–information that
reflects not only your specific experiences, but also the
general human experience. An essay always uses your
own personal insights and thoughts as its basis, but it also
broadens out so that those thoughts have relevance for
others. (Dave Barry’s syndicated newspaper columns
provide a good example. I’m thinking of one essay in
particular that described his experience with a new toilet,
the kind that doesn’t use much water and thus doesn’t

flush very well. He used his own experience as the basis for a broader reflection on problems with modern
technology and problems with legislation, things that most adults can relate to in some way.)

So, how do you work with your prewriting to make that shift from self to subject?

1. Review it to identify the various main ideas that are embedded in the prewriting.
2. List those ideas.
3. Write the ideas in thesis form. That is, make an assertion that explains your own insight or idea about the

topic, and write that assertion in complete sentence form.

The working thesis, which can be developed from prewriting, is the key to writing an essay.

Sample Student Work from Prewriting to Thesis (from Self to Subject)

Sample #1 – Student Brainstorming, “Insect Life in Japan”Sample #1 – Student Brainstorming, “Insect Life in Japan”

• Gokiburi is the Japanese word for
cockroach

• my landlord simply picked it up and
threw it out of the window

• Nagoya was heaven for insects of all
kinds

• misconception. people in U.S.
associate roaches with being dirty, and
this is not true. Attitude in Japan is very
different.

• roaches have been around for about 3
million years

• ways to control them: sprays, boric
acid

• large roach contest by spray
manufacturers. Poor postman having
to carry them all around and deliver them

• winner was very large

This student found the following types of information within the brainstorming list:

1. Japanese vs. American views of roaches
2. ways of controlling roaches
3. large roach contest
4. postal carrier’s difficulties

The student then could make a point–offer an idea–about one of the types of information:

1. Japanese and American attitudes toward roaches differ greatly.



2. There are many ways to control roaches.
3. Different types of absurdities are associated with a large roach contest.
4. For various reasons, running a large roach contest to promote bug spray is a good promotional tactic.
5. Mail carriers suffer many annoyances and/or hazards in the course of their everyday work.

Sample #2 – Student Journal Entry, “Disposing of Radioactive Waste”Sample #2 – Student Journal Entry, “Disposing of Radioactive Waste”

The issue of a low-level radioactive waste site
being built in this county is a hot one. Recently a
group of about 50 residents formed a human
chain around representatives of the siting
commission who were here to test the soil at three
proposed sites for the waste facility. These
residents were from every walk of life:
housewives, doctors, shop owners, lawyers,
teachers, students. All felt strongly that they did
not want a waste facility near their homes. They
realized that they could be arrested for their
actions, yet they were determined to stop the
team from testing the soil and they were willing to be arrested for their belief that a waste facility
shouldn’t be built near people’s homes. This well-organized, energetic group of “warriors” got a small
boost when the State Police arrived and did not arrest them, but instead escorted the members of the
commission off of the land. They considered this a small victory in a much larger battle that may take
years to settle. They feel that the State is not playing fair with them about the facts. So little is known
about long-time exposure to low-level radiation that even the experts can’t seem to agree. And there is
a lot of distrust about the motives of those responsible for choosing a site for the facility. All of this
uncertainty, plus the fact that no waste facility in the country has been 100% leakproof, has drawn
people together as never before. Whether their voices will be heard remains to be seen, but whatever
the outcome, hopefully it will be resolved peacefully.

This student found many points that she could make–many ideas that were embedded in the journal entry:

1. The disposal of radioactive waste is a complex problem that people and their government
representatives need to address.

2. Results of long-term human exposure to low-level radioactive waste are inconclusive.
3. Some people feel that their land and homes are worth fighting for no matter what.
4. Adversity can make people unite.
5. Often, in a crisis situation, the unexpected happens.
6. People have taken a number of tactics to ensure that radioactive waste is not dumped in their

communities.
7. The proposal to locate a radioactive waste disposal facility in an area can result in a number of reactions

including passive resistance, vocal protests, legal action and, in some cases, violent acts.

Sample #3 – Student Question and Answer Chains, “Education”Sample #3 – Student Question and Answer Chains, “Education”

Education in what country? the U.S.

What level of education? preschool; Head Start

What particular program? Head Start’s reading readiness program

How effective is this program?



This student did some preliminary research to answer her
question in this way:

Head Start’s reading readiness programs are very effective
in preparing children to read in elementary school because
they teach eye movement from left to right, they teach
children to associate sounds with letter symbols, and they
teach children to associate reading with pleasant
experiences.

oror

Education in what country? the U.S.

What level of education? college

What aspect of college ed.? older, returning students

What are the challenges they face?

This student answered her question in this way:

Adult students returning to college face many challenges
that range from managing their time and family life to re-
learning how to study to re-defining their self-concepts.
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THESIS SENTENCES

In this section you will explore the thesis sentence: what it is, why it’s important, and how to write and evaluate
your own thesis sentences.

Topics in this section:Topics in this section:

• Thesis Sentence Definition
• Parts of a Thesis Sentence
• Characteristics of a Strong Thesis
• Thesis Sentence Topic & Angle Examples
• Organizational Statements in Thesis Sentences
• Developing a Working Thesis
• Thesis Sentence Self-Check
• Thesis Sentence Summary
• Thesis Generator

THESIS SENTENCE
DEFINITION

Remember that an essay is a piece of writing that attempts to explain
something, analyze something, or present the author’s insight. An
essay’s purpose is to provide a written explanation of your own ideas,
interpretations, and evaluations—your direct reflection on, or analysis
of, a focused topic.

In order to provide insight, analysis, and/or interpretation, an essay
needs a focus. An essay’s focus occurs in a thesis sentence, a
sentence that provides the author’s main idea or argument in succinct
form.

Most college essays will require a thesis sentence, a sentence in
which you make a claim or proposition that you then support with
evidence and examples, in order to prove the validity of that claim.

The thesis, which often comes toward the start of an essay, is the key idea of the whole essay, encapsulated in
one sentence.

When you’re asked to write an “essay” as a course assignment, most likely you will be asked to write a thesis-
support essay.

Thesis-support essays are just what their name implies. They offer a thesis near the start of the essay, usually at
the end of the introductory paragraph, and then follow with supporting ideas and information. Usually, each unit of
support starts with a topic sentence which extracts an idea from the thesis and makes a point about that part of
the thesis idea.

Here’s a way to visualize a basic thesis-support essay:



Writing a good thesis sentence is key to academic essay writing, as it captures the essence of the writer’s insight.
The rest of the essay can then develop from, elaborate on, and offer evidence for the thesis sentence’s idea. In
other words, the thesis sentence makes a promise, or sets up an expectation, for the type of information to follow
in the essay.

View the following videos for definitions and examples of thesis sentences.

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/4sx42_C10zw?feature=oembed

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/Cuvahu0KMBY?feature=oembed
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PARTS OF A THESIS SENTENCE

A thesis sentence has to contain two parts:

1. Topic – what the essay is about.
2. Angle – your idea about the topic. This second part, your idea/insight/claim/argument about a topic, is

the important characteristic in creating a thesis sentence for a college essay. The angle makes a
promise to your reader about your insight into, claim, or logical argument about the topic. Your angle in
your thesis sentence indicates and controls what the rest of the essay will be about.
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Note above that I’ve called the angle a number of different things: idea, insight, claim, argument. Even though you
may have slightly different angles when you’re writing for different purposes, all of these variations of the angle
have one really important thing in common: they all offer your own viewpoint on your topic. Your own viewpoint,
backed up by examples and evidence, is the important thing in a college essay.

One mistake that a lot of beginning college writers make is to focus on the topic as opposed to the angle in a
thesis sentence. Beginning writers often think it’s enough to describe a management theory or a historical event
or a psychological philosophy to show knowledge gained. However, if a writing assignment is to write an essay or
“paper,” the likely expectation is that you’ll offer your own argument or angle to show how you’ve evaluated and
applied knowledge gained, e.g., Although management theory Y supports the worker’s own initiative much more
fully than management theory X, contingency theory is most often applied in the contemporary workplace,
because of a number of characteristics of 21st century businesses.

Note that the sample thesis you just read has a third part, what’s often called a “because clause,” or some
indication of reasons why you are making the claim you’re making in the angle. You may decide to use a
“because clause” in certain cases and not in others; decide if your thesis would be clearer to both you as a writer
and to your reading audience with the inclusion of these additional reasons in your thesis.

As you start to develop a working thesis sentence for an essay, take time to review and analyze that working
thesis to make sure that all of the parts are feasible:

• Is there an actual thesis sentence with a topic and an angle? Relying only on an essay topic, or relying
only on an essay title, is not enough.

• Does the angle offer a debatable insight (again, not just a topic and not just a statement of fact)?
• Is the angle supportable with examples and evidence?
• Is the angle appropriate for the scope of the essay (e.g., angle is not too broad or too narrow)?
• If there are reasons included in a “because clause,” are those reasons clear, direct, and related to the

claim in the angle?

The following video is lengthy, but contains some useful information about writing the different parts of a thesis.

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/61ZFqxQDSto?feature=oembed
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CHARACTERISTICS OF A STRONG THESIS

What makes a strong thesis in a college essay?

1. AA strong thesis is non-obviousstrong 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 were mostly
concerned that you had a clear and consistent
thesis, even if it was something obvious such
as “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 a basic essay
format. College instructors, though, fully expect
you to produce something more developed.

2. AA strong thesis is arguablestrong 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 something 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 an essay.
A thesis such as “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 such as “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. AA strong thesis is well specifiedstrong thesis is well specified. Some student writers fear that they’re being too obvious if they specify
their thesis early in the essay; 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 attract an audience. In academic essays, 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. AA strong thesis is supportablestrong thesis is supportable. The angle in your thesis should be able to be supported with examples,
details, facts, observations, and other types of evidence, including research as appropriate.

5. AA strong thesis includes implicationsstrong thesis includes implications. Suppose your assignment is to write an essay 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 creative argument that linen was so widely traded in the ancient
Mediterranean that it actually served as a kind of currency. (Note: For more see Fabio Lopez-Lazaro
“Linen.” In Encyclopedia of World Trade from Ancient Times to the Present. Armonk: M.E. Sharpe,
2005.) That’s a strong, insightful, arguable, well specified thesis. But which of these thesis statements do
you find more engaging?

Version A:Version A:

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

Version B: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.

Strong thesis sentences have angles that are arguable, well-specified, and supportable. Not all topics and angles
lend themselves to implications. However, if you’ve chosen a topic and created an angle that allows you to put

http://corp.credoreference.com/component/booktracker/edition/9668.html


EXAMPLE 1EXAMPLE 1

To outline this example:

• Basic Thesis/1st StoryBasic Thesis/1st Story: Online learning is becoming more prevalent and takes many different forms.
(has a topic and angle, and is supportable, but the angle is broad. The angle would be more
interesting if it offered an argument about an issue related to online learning.)

• Strong Thesis/2nd StoryStrong Thesis/2nd Story: Strong thesis: While most observers see it as a transformation 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.(has a topic and
angle, angle is arguable, supportable, and well-specified)

• Stronger Thesis/3rd StoryStronger Thesis/3rd 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

your claims into a broader context, that additional context and its implications can create additional interest in an
essay.

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. (Note: Oliver Wendell
Holmes Sr., The Poet at the Breakfast Table (New York: Houghton & Mifflin, 1892)):

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 implications. (Note: The metaphor is
extraordinarily useful even though the passage is annoying. Beyond the
sexist language of the time, it displays 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.)

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 the third story by
articulating why the point you make matters beyond its particular topic or
case.

For example, imagine you have been assigned an essay 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 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.



of society. (has a topic and angle, angle is arguable, supportable, and well-specified, angle contains
implications that set the argument within a broader context)

EXAMPLE 2EXAMPLE 2

Here’s one more example:

• Basic Thesis/1st StoryBasic Thesis/1st Story: Scientists disagree about the likely impact in the U.S. of the light brown apple
moth (LBAM), an agricultural pest native to Australia. (has a topic and an angle, and the angle is
supportable, but the angle is broad. The angle would be more interesting if it offered an argument
about an issue related to the light brown apple moth.)

• Strong Thesis/2nd StoryStrong Thesis/2nd Story: Research findings to date suggest that the decision to spray pheromones
over the skies of several southern Californian counties to combat the light brown apple moth was
poorly thought out. (has a topic and angle, angle is arguable, supportable, and well-specified)

• Stronger Thesis/3rd StoryStronger Thesis/3rd Story: Together, the scientific ambiguities and the controversial response
strengthen the claim that industrial-style approaches to pest management are inherently
unsustainable. (has a topic and angle, angle is arguable, supportable, and well-specified, angle
contains implications that set the argument within a broader context)

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, which sets the angle in a broader context, puts the
author on a smooth path toward an interesting and insightful essay. As a beginning writer, know that you need to
“build” at least two stories into your thesis; the third is something to attempt and strive for.
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THESIS SENTENCE TOPIC & ANGLE EXAMPLES

Examples of Topics & Angles in Thesis Sentences

Not a ThesisNot a Thesis ThesisThesis

In this paper I’m writing about current scientific
research on cancer.

topic = current scientific research on cancer

angle = ? what’s the focused idea about this research?

Current scientific research on cancer suggests that
there are specific environmental factors that trigger
specific types of cancer.

topic = current scientific research on cancer

angle = specific environmental factors trigger
specific types

promise = the essay will offer evidence on specific
environmental triggers for specific cancers

Are probiotics good for us?

topic = probiotics

angle = ? there may be an implied angle here (the
answer to the question, which is either “yes” or “no”or a
combination of “yes” and “no.”) Even though you may
ask a question to help develop your thesis sentence, a
question itself is not a thesis, because it does not
include an angle, or the assertion that answers the
question.

Probiotics offer general benefits related to
maintaining good digestive health, as they help
maintain useful bacteria in the digestive tract.
However, many claims as to other benefits of
probiotics, such as lower blood pressure and lower
cholesterol, have not been scientifically proven.

topic = probiotics

angle = probiotics benefit digestive health, but other
claimed benefits have not been proven

promise = the essay will offer evidence of proven
benefits and show that other claimed benefits have
not yet been proven



My husband and I decided that we are both “messy”
people.

topic = messiness

angle = ? so what? what’s the debatable point?

Although my husband defines “messy” differently
than I do, we both agree that “messiness” resides in
four qualities of mind, which we
both–unfortunately–seem to share.

topic = messiness

angle = four qualities constitute messiness

promise = explanation and examples of the four
qualities

Managing Volunteers (title of essay)

topic = managing volunteers

angle = ? what about managing volunteers?
Note that a title is not a good substitute for a complete
thesis sentence.

Certain management strategies apply to all types of
workers, but particular strategies need to be used
when managing volunteers. Certain of these
strategies, such as creating a team atmosphere and
rewarding success, are also more important than
others.

topic = managing volunteers

angle = different strategies need to be used

promise = explanation of strategies for managing
volunteers & analysis of the most effective methods
and why; there may be some initial explanation of
generic management strategies as well.

September 11, 2001, changed our society.

topic = September 11, 2001

angle = ? there is a very broad angle here, that that day
changed our society, but the angle is so broad, it
doesn’t promise anything specific to come in the rest of
the essay.

September 11, 2001, was a turning point in the way
in which people in the U.S. related to one another
on a daily basis. In the security of our everyday
lives before September 11, we had the luxury of
focusing on minor irritations. After that day,
behavior in everyday situations underwent a
noticeable change.

topic = September 11, 2001

angle = changed the way we relate to one another
in everyday relationships

promise = that certain ways we relate before and
after September 11, 2001, will be detailed and
contrasted.
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ORGANIZATIONAL STATEMENTS IN THESIS
SENTENCES

Sometimes, an organizational statement will be used in
conjunction with a thesis. An organizational statement is
a map that tells readers what they should expect to read
in an essay. It introduces the two or three main pieces of
evidence that the author will use to support the
essay’s position. While not required in a thesis,
organizational statements can make for stronger thesis
statements.

An organizational statement can take the form of a
separate sentence or can be attached to a thesis in a
single sentence, as seen in the examples below. The
organizational elements appear in bold text:

Movies produced in the mid-1950s used obsessive
behavior to depict teenage romance as something
dangerous that should be avoided. Obsessive

behavior was viewed as rebellious, uncontrollable, and harmfulrebellious, uncontrollable, and harmful, both to the teenagers and to the people
who loved them.

Since obsessive behavior was viewed as rebellious, uncontrollable, and dangerousrebellious, uncontrollable, and dangerous, movies produced
in the mid-1950s used it to depict teenage romance as something that should be avoided for the sake
of young adults and the people who loved them.

Notice how the 2nd version above strengthens the original thesis, by appearing as part of the same sentence.

Evidence in the body of an essay should be presented in the same order that it appears in an organizational
statement. In the example above, it means the essay would have to discuss rebelliousness, an uncontrollable
nature, and danger (as they relate to obsessive teenage romance in film) in that order.
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DEVELOPING A WORKING THESIS

A topic for your essay should emerge from your prewriting. Here are questions you can ask yourself to help move
from topic to thesis:

• What assertion do I want to make about this topic?
• Does this assertion reflect my own thoughts and insights about this topic?
• Does this assertion offer one main idea?
• Is this assertion arguable? If not, how can I make it arguable?
• Is this assertion specific? If not, how can I specify?

https://courses.lumenlearning.com/suny-engcomp1-wmopen/chapter/text-the-organizational-statement/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
https://bacwritingfellows.commons.gc.cuny.edu/for-students/what-are-thesis-and-organizational-statements/
https://bacwritingfellows.commons.gc.cuny.edu/for-students/what-are-thesis-and-organizational-statements/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
https://pixabay.com/en/navigation-car-drive-road-gps-1048294/
https://creativecommons.org/about/cc0


• If the thesis is not working with what I intended to say, how can I revise it?
• Does the revised thesis have a topic and an angle?

Once you have a working thesis, analyze that working thesis
carefully to make sure that it is a thesis, and that it has
strong thesis characteristics.

The following video offers a writing instructor’s perspective
about how fundamental a thesis statement is to organizing
an effective persuasive, researched essay. While he talks
about many aspects of a thesis, it particularly stresses the
flexibility you’re allowed while writing, revising, and revisiting
a thesis many times as you build an essay.

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/
SOCxXv7aqXw?feature=oembed

The Writing Center at The University of North Carolina Chapel Hill offers these questions to consider as you
examine the effectiveness of a thesis statement. It’s effective strategy to revisit these questions several times
throughout the writing process, to measure how well your thesis serves your project as it continues to grow and
evolve.

• What is your general topic or what problem area are you interested in? How would you express it in a
few words?

• What central question are you trying to answer about your topic?
• What do you think is the best answer to your central question? From your research so far, what have you

concluded? What is your main point about your topic?
• In one sentence, how would you describe your findings to someone who asked you about your

research?
• How does your idea differ from other views you have read? What do you have to say about your topic

that is new?
• Ask why? And how? of what seems like a thesis statement when it begins to emerge. What relationship

exists between the ideas you are describing? For example, are you suggesting that one idea causes
another? Contradicts another? Subsumes another?

Also view What Am I Trying to Say?: Creating Your Thesis
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THESIS SENTENCE SELF-CHECK

Since writing a strong thesis sentence is so central to college essay writing, check your understanding by
doing this brief exercise.
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EXERCISEEXERCISE

All of the samples below are basic thesis statements. Try to make each basic thesis
sentence stronger, applying the characteristics of a strong thesis sentence and
aiming for a 2- or 3-story thesis as your goal. There are many possible ways to
develop these basic thesis statements. After trying it yourself, look at the possible
answers to get some more ideas.

1. Attending college as an adult student is difficult.

AnswerAnswer

To get to a 2nd story strong thesis, a writer needs to make the angle much more
specific than “difficult.” A writer might include some reasons why attending college
as an adult is difficult and also argue additionally that adult students need special
supports. For a stronger, 3rd story thesis, a writer might set adult learning in a context of state support or
financial support, which often is not as robust for adult students as it is for younger college students.

2. Reading – both reading to a child and teaching a child to read – helps that child develop.

AnswerAnswer

To get to a 2nd story strong thesis, a writer might focus more fully on either reading to a child or teaching a
child to read so that the thesis is not so inclusive. A thesis that attempts too much may not allow for depth of
support. Additional information about ways in which reading helps child development might be included in the
thesis to further specify it. For a stronger, 3rd story thesis, a writer might set child reading in the context of
programs available to children and parents that support reading.

3. Governments should never allow kidney and bone marrow donors to receive stipends.

AnswerAnswer

To get to a 2nd story strong thesis, a writer might narrow the statement to certain governments, and/or also
include a “because” phrase and list out some reasons for not providing stipends. For a stronger, 3rd story
thesis, a writer might set organ donation in the context of donor motivation and ethics.

4. Retirees and all residents who do not have children in school should be exempt in all states from
paying school tax.

AnswerAnswer

To get to a 2nd story strong thesis, a writer might include some reasons for the proposed tax exemption. For a
stronger, 3rd story thesis, a writer might set school tax exemption in the context of fairness for all U.S.
residents, and/or the context of transparency in local funding, which are just two of many possible contexts.
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THESIS SENTENCE SUMMARY

View the following videos for a review of thesis sentences. Although they are both relatively lengthy (approx. 11
minutes and 5 minutes, respectively) both provide a solid, deliberate, clear review of thesis sentences and how to
construct them.

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/NmA-dGdci0I?feature=oembed
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Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/LKXkemYldmw?feature=oembed
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THESIS GENERATOR

To help develop thesis sentences, you can use SUNY Empire State College’s Thesis Generator. For a general,
non-research thesis, use the Persuasive ThesisPersuasive Thesis option.

Note that the Thesis Generator is simply a tool to help you get started; you need to apply the concepts from this
chapter to evaluate your thesis and determine whether it meets the criteria for a strong thesis sentence for a
college essay.
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TOPIC SENTENCES

In this section you will explore topic sentences: what they are and how to use them effectively in your writing.
You’ll also learn how to evaluate your topic sentences to improve organization and idea flow in your essays.

Topics in this section:Topics in this section:

• Topic Sentence Definition
• Characteristics of a Strong Topic Sentence
• Developing Topic Sentences
• Topic Sentences & Units of Support
• Placement of Topic Sentences
• Topic Sentence Self-Check
• Topic Sentence Summary

TOPIC SENTENCE
DEFINITION

Just like a thesis, topic sentences are key elements in
college essays. However, while you have only one thesis in
an essay, you will have multiple topic sentences in an essay.
Topic sentences are like signposts that extract pieces of the
thesis idea or angle and let your reader know the part of the
thesis angle that you are discussing. They help shape the
essay and move it along from one main idea to the next.

Like the thesis, topic sentences themselves have topics and
angles. The topic may be the same as the thesis’ topic, but
the angle differs depending on the part of the thesis angle
the topic sentence is offering. Think of topic sentences in
this way: The thesis sentence offers the main idea or insight
for the whole essay; a topic sentence offers the main idea or
insight for a section of the essay. To use another metaphor,
a thesis sentence illuminates the whole space; a topic
sentence illuminates one portion of the space.



Thesis sentence: Trends in home lighting change as aesthetic values respond to social experience; this is
most noticeable if you compare lighting trends of the 1960s, 1990s, and today.

Topic Sentence: Lighting in the 1960s was ebullient, in-your-face lighting, with big glass globes and
colorful “mod” desk lamps, characterizing both the optimism and rebellion of the decade.

Topic Sentence: 1990s lighting trends focused on both technology, reflecting the new importance of
technical advances during that decade, and ornate metallic accents, reflecting wealth and stability, as
seen in the trends for track lighting and brass lamps and chandeliers.

Topic Sentence: Today’s lighting trends focus on cleaner lines and softer metallics, characterizing a need
for simplicity and calm in an increasingly complex and anxious world.

Thesis Sentence

Topic Sentence

Here’s an example



Many fast-food chains make their profits from adding a special ingredient called “forget sauce” to their foods.
(This topic sentence extracts one of the ideas from the thesis. It also controls the paragraph that follows, so
that all sentences in the paragraph or unit of support must relate in some way to fast food, profit, and “forget
sauce.”) Made largely from edible oil products, this condiment is never listed on the menu. (This sentence fits in
with the topic sentence because it is a description of the composition of “forget sauce.”) In addition, this well-
kept industry secret is the reason why ingredients are never listed on the packaging of victuals sold by these
restaurants. (The transitional phrase “In addition” relates the composition of “forget sauce” to secret fast-food
industry practices.) “Forget sauce” has a chemical property which causes temporary amnesia in consumers.
(This sentence states the short-term effect on consumers.) After spending too much money on barely edible
food bereft of any nutritional value, most consumers swear they will never repeat such a disagreeable
experience. Within a short period, however, the chemical in “forget sauce” takes effect, and they can be
depended upon to return and spend, older but no wiser. (This sentence describes its longer-term effects and
relates back to the thesis sentence, as it discusses profits made from “forget sauce.”)

It might be helpful to think of a topic sentence as working in
two directions simultaneously. Topic sentences relate the
paragraph to the essay’s thesis, and thereby act as a
signpost for the argument of the paper as a whole, but they
also define the scope of the paragraph or unit of support
itself. (A unit of support is made up of multiple paragraphs
which support the same topic sentence.)

For example, consider the following topic sentence and
supporting paragraph from an essay whose thesis deals
(humorously) with ways in which fast-food chains make
profits.

Thesis: Fun can be all-consuming, and we’re fond
of consuming “fun.” Fast-food chains are known
for clowning around, adding a dollop for a dollar, including
special “forget sauce” in their meals, and playing games with portions, all of which create profits as hefty as our
waistlines may become.

Topic sentence and supporting paragraph:

The following brief video provides a simple way of explaining an important concept about topic sentences, that
they link supporting ideas and examples to the thesis throughout an essay and create a logical flow of ideas
within an essay.

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/CS_uxp0vKqQ?feature=oembed
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Thesis: Although working for the national parks service may be considered by some to be a “summer job,”
careers with the national parks offer mobility within the profession, support for continued learning, and
satisfaction in knowing that you are contributing to the preservation and health of the country’s resources.

Weak example #1: National Parks in the U.S. were created in 1916 under President Woodrow Wilson and
currently offer hundreds of summer job opportunities per year.

Explanation: This sentence sticks with the topic, national parks, but does not offer an angle extracted from the
ideas in the thesis. An essay should not have topic sentences and units of support that are not planned for in
the thesis.

Stronger example: Workers with the national parks are encouraged and, in many cases, required to maintain
current knowledge within their fields, which is offered through on-the-job training, attendance at seminars, and
tuition assistance for appropriate college courses.

Explanation: Choose any part of the angle in the thesis to create a topic sentence with its own topic and angle.

Weak example #2: National Parks work has provided me with many benefits.

Explanation: Although the thesis itself deals with benefits, a topic sentence derived from that thesis needs to
more carefully extract a specific portion of that that thesis and make a point about that specific portion.

Stronger example: Workers with the national parks are encouraged and, in many cases, required to maintain
current knowledge within their fields, which is offered through on-the-job training, attendance at seminars, and
tuition assistance for appropriate college courses.

Weak example: First, we need a better way to educate students.

Explanation: The claim is vague because it does not provide enough information about what will follow, and it is
too broad to be covered effectively in one paragraph or short unit of support.

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

Explanation: The sentence replaces the vague phrase “a better way” and leads readers to expect supporting
facts and examples as to why standardizing education in these subjects might improve student learning in
many states.

CHARACTERISTICS OF A STRONG TOPIC
SENTENCE

The topic sentence functions two ways: it clearly refers to and
supports the essay’s thesis, and it indicates what will follow in the
rest of the paragraph. As the unifying sentence for the paragraph,
it is the most general sentence, whereas all supporting sentences
provide different types of more specific information, such as facts,
details, or examples. An effective topic sentence has the following
characteristics:

• A topic sentence has a topic and an angle, extracted fromA topic sentence has a topic and an angle, extracted from
the thesis sentence.the thesis sentence.

• A topic sentence provides an accurate indication of what will follow in the rest of the paragraph.A topic sentence provides an accurate indication of what will follow in the rest of the paragraph.

• A good topic sentence is the most general sentence in the paragraph and thus does not includeA good topic sentence is the most general sentence in the paragraph and thus does not include
supporting details.supporting details.



Weak example: Salaries should be capped in baseball for many reasons, most importantly so we don’t allow
the same team to win year after year.

Explanation: This topic sentence includes a supporting detail that should be included later in the paragraph to
back up the main point.

Stronger example: Introducing a salary cap would improve the game of baseball for many reasons.

Explanation: This topic sentence omits the additional supporting detail so that it can be expanded upon later in
the paragraph, yet the sentence still makes a claim about salary caps – improvement of the game.

Weak example: In general, writing an essay, thesis, or other academic or nonacademic document is
considerably easier and of much higher quality if you first construct an outline, of which there are many different
types.

Explanation: The confusing sentence structure and unnecessary vocabulary bury the main idea, making it
difficult for the reader to follow the topic sentence.

Stronger example: Most forms of writing can be improved by first creating an outline.

Explanation: This topic sentence cuts out unnecessary verbiage and simplifies the previous statement, making
it easier for the reader to follow. The writer can include examples of what kinds of writing can benefit from
outlining in the supporting sentences.

• A good topic sentence is clear and easy to follow.A good topic sentence is clear and easy to follow.
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DEVELOPING TOPIC SENTENCES

Topic sentences can be developed in a number of ways,
depending on how you are moving through writing
processes for the particular essay. Two useful ways of
developing topic sentences deal with analysis:

1. Analyze your working thesis. This is similar to
creating an outline of the main ideas in the
essay, as your topic sentences evolve from the
ideas in the thesis.

2. Analyze your prewriting. This approach works
well if you are still developing your working
thesis.

Analyze Your Working Thesis

One way to create topic sentences is to identify the implied question in the working thesis; the topic sentences will
have to answer that question directly.

For example:
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Thesis: Adult students should not fear returning to college. (a “why?” question is implied)

• Topic Sentence: Adults shouldn’t fear returning to college because they have organizational skills that
help them in school. (this is one reason why)

• Topic Sentence: Statistics show that adults generally are more successful than younger college
students, despite the obstacles they face. (this is another reason why)

• Topic Sentence: Adults students generally value learning, which makes them work harder and become
more successful learners. (this is another reason why)

Another example:

Thesis: Eldercare experiences are very different in U.S. and Japanese societies, because of different
philosophies and social practices with the elderly population.

The following questions are implied:

• What is the eldercare experience in the U.S.?
• What is the eldercare experience in Japan?
• How are these experiences different?
• Why are these experiences different – what are the philosophies and social practices like in each

country?

In this case, although there’s an overall “why” question implied, there are also multiple, specific questions
embededded within the thesis sentence. There should be at least a topic sentence for each of these questions,
and all of the topic sentences in the essay should answer these questions in some way.

Analyze Your Prewriting

If you have already developed some ideas through prewriting, you may find that your support falls into groups or
categories. Analyze your categories to determine how to create both your working thesis and topic sentences,
keeping in mind that once you have your working thesis, you still have to analyze the thesis and topic sentences
to make sure that their topics and angles coordinate.

For example, your prewriting on the topic of social interaction in the digital age may have generated the following
main categories of information.

Categories of support from Prewriting:

• Allows for a wider scope of potential friends
• Although the scope is wider, friendships arise out of a narrower range of interests
• Technical interaction is replacing face to face interaction
• Technical interaction can be useful
• Technical interaction can be problematic

From these categories, you might develop the following working thesis:

Social interaction in the digital age has both benefits and detriments; however, the benefits outweigh the
detriments in many cases.

As you review your categories and working thesis, you see that you might develop topic sentences in a couple of
different ways. You might decide to create a topic sentence per category. Or you might decide to have two main
categories in this case (“useful” and “problematic”) and then more specific topic sentences for paragraphs and
units of support within those large categories. However you decide to create topic sentences in this case, just by
analyzing the prewriting categories, you know that you will need some topic sentences that indicate benefits and
some topic sentences that indicate detriments of social interaction in the digital age.

Note that you often combine approaches to creating topic sentences, and note that topic sentences may also
evolve as you develop your support. Again, there’s no one way to approach a piece of writing. As a writer, you
just need to understand the concept of topic sentences and their value in an essay, as they:

• identify pieces of the thesis’ main idea/angle
• help organize your evidence into categories, and



• cue your reading audience in to a change in supporting idea.
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TOPIC SENTENCES & UNITS OF SUPPORT

This concept is important so it gets its own page:

• You need a topic sentence for each unit of support in an essay.
• Units of support may consist of more than one paragraph.
• So each paragraph does not need a topic sentence.
• However, each unit of support requires a topic sentence.

Here’s an example:

You’ve written a thesis about the physical, psychological, and social effects of the opioid crisis. Given the thesis,
you know you’ll need at least three topic sentences, one for each effect. However, there may be many physical,
psychological, and social effects, more than are feasible to deal with in one paragraph per effect. Additional
paragraphs for each effect may not need their own topic sentences, as the topic sentence for that unit of support
serves as the overall idea for that section of the essay.

Note that I said “may” in the sentence above. If it makes sense to do smaller topic sentences to provide portions
of the idea or argument for a topic sentence, especially for a complicated or very sophisticated topic sentence,
you may do so. But understand that one topic sentence per unit of support is absolutely fine, in the interest of
clarity and conciseness.

It may help to think of topic sentences and units of support in terms of a pie chart. Not every unit of support is an
equal slice of the pie – some are larger and some are smaller. The larger slices are units of support that may
have more than one paragraph per topic sentence.
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After reading the new TV guide this week I wondered why we are still being bombarded with reality shows, a
plague that continues to darken our airwaves. Along with the return of viewer favorites, we are to be cursed with
yet another mindless creation. Prisoner follows the daily lives of eight suburban housewives who have chosen
to be put in jail for the purposes of this fake psychological experiment. A preview for the first episode shows the
usual tears and tantrums associated with reality television. I dread to think what producers will come up with
next season and hope that other viewers will express their criticism. These producers must stop the constant
stream of meaningless shows without plotlines. We’ve had enough reality television to last us a lifetime!
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PLACEMENT OF TOPIC SENTENCES

A topic sentence can appear anywhere within a paragraph
or can be implied (such as in narrative or descriptive writing).
In college-level expository or persuasive writing, placing an
explicit topic sentence at the beginning of each paragraph
(the first or second sentence) makes it easier for readers to
follow the essay and for writers to stay on topic, but writers
should be aware of variations and maintain the flexibility to
adapt to different writing projects.

The following examples illustrate varying locations for the topic sentence. In each example, the topic sentence is
underlined.

Topic Sentence Begins the Paragraph (General to Specific)

The first sentence tells readers that the paragraph will be about reality television shows, and it expresses the
writer’s distaste for these shows through the use of the word bombarded. Each of the following sentences in the
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Last year, a cat traveled 130 miles to reach its family, who had moved to another state and had left their pet
behind. Even though it had never been to their new home, the cat was able to track down its former owners. A
dog in my neighborhood can predict when its master is about to have a seizure. It makes sure that he does not
hurt himself during an epileptic fit. Compared to many animals, our own senses are almost dull.

For many years, I suffered from severe anxiety every time I took an exam. Hours before the exam, my heart
would begin pounding, my legs would shake, and sometimes I would become physically unable to move. Last
year, I was referred to a specialist and finally found a way to control my anxiety—breathing exercises. It seems
so simple, but by doing just a few breathing exercises a couple of hours before an exam, I gradually got my
anxiety under control. The exercises help slow my heart rate and make me feel less anxious. Better yet, they
require no pills, no equipment, and very little time. It’s amazing how just breathing correctly has helped me
learn to manage my anxiety symptoms.

paragraph supports the topic sentence by providing further information about a specific reality television show and
why the writer finds it unappealing. The final sentence is the concluding sentence. It reiterates the main point that
viewers are bored with reality television shows by using different words from the topic sentence.

Paragraphs that begin with the topic sentence move from the general to the specific. They open with a general
statement about a subject (reality shows) and then discuss specific examples (the reality show Prisoner). Most
academic essays contain the topic sentence at the beginning of the first paragraph.

Topic Sentence Ends the Paragraph (Specific to General)

The last sentence of this paragraph is the topic sentence. It draws on specific examples (a cat that tracked down
its owners and a dog that can predict seizures) and then makes a general statement that draws a conclusion from
these examples (animals’ senses are better than humans’). In this case, the supporting sentences are placed
before the topic sentence and the concluding sentence is the same as the topic sentence. This technique is
frequently used in persuasive writing. The writer produces detailed examples as evidence to back up his or her
point, preparing the reader to accept the concluding topic sentence as the truth.

Topic Sentence in the Middle of the Paragraph

In this paragraph, the underlined sentence is the topic sentence. It expresses the main idea—that breathing
exercises can help control anxiety. The preceding sentences enable the writer to build up to his main point
(breathing exercises can help control anxiety) by using a personal anecdote (how he used to suffer from anxiety).
The supporting sentences then expand on how breathing exercises help the writer by providing additional
information. The last sentence is the concluding sentence and restates how breathing can help manage anxiety.
Placing a topic sentence in the middle of a paragraph is often used in creative writing. If you notice that you have
used a topic sentence in the middle of a paragraph in an academic essay, read through the paragraph carefully to
make sure that it contains only one major topic.
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TOPIC SENTENCE SELF-CHECK

The following sites contain useful exercises on both writing
and identifying topic sentences. Complete one or more
exercises to check your understanding.

Writing I – Topic Sentences

Purdue OWL Engagement 1.1 Topic Sentences

Topic and Stated Main Idea Multiple Choice Exercise

Practice Quiz: Identifying Topic Sentence
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TOPIC SENTENCE SUMMARY

View these videos for a useful review of topic sentences.

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/fmnUwvZAMjQ?feature=oembed

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/ygscce2dSBU?feature=oembed
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DEVELOPING SUPPORT

In this section you will learn how to develop your thesis and topic sentence ideas with examples, facts, and other
types of support. You will learn how to determine what type of support serves your writing purpose, and how to
know when you have enough support.

Topics in this section:Topics in this section:

• Types of Support
• Developing Support
• Working with Support
• “Enough” Support
• Support Summary

TYPES OF SUPPORT

There are many types of support, depending on the
purpose of your essay. Supporting sentences usually offer
some of the following:

• ReasonReasonss
◦ exampleexample:: The refusal of the baby boom

generation to retire is contributing to the
current lack of available jobs.

• FactFactss
◦ exampleexample:: Many families now rely on

older relatives to support them
financially.

• StatisticStatisticss
◦ exampleexample:: Nearly 10 percent of adults

are currently unemployed in the United
States.(citation would be included here)

• QuotationQuotationss
◦ exampleexample:: “We will not allow this situation to continue,” stated Senator Johns (citation would be

included here).
• ExampleExampless

◦ exampleexample:: Last year, Bill was asked to retire at the age of fifty-five.

• Personal ObservationsPersonal Observations
◦ example:example: I have known other workers at my current workplace who have been less directly

moved out of their jobs, through changes in job duties and other tactics that are directed at
making them want to retire, or at least leave their current position.

• InterviewsInterviews
◦ example:example: In an interview accessed online, Bill Gates expressed his optimism that privacy and

government access of information will be balanced – that it’s not an either/or situation.
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WxavGoTUPrc)

The types of support you develop and include in an essay will depend on what you are writing and why you are
writing. For example, if you’re attempting to persuade your audience to take a particular position you might rely on



(Topic sentence)(Topic sentence) There are numerous advantages to owning a hybrid car. (Supporting sentence 1: statistic)(Supporting sentence 1: statistic)
First, they get 20 percent to 35 percent more miles to the gallon than a fuel-efficient gas-powered vehicle.
(Supporting sentence 2: fact)(Supporting sentence 2: fact) Second, they produce very few emissions during low speed city driving.
(Supporting sentence 3: reason)(Supporting sentence 3: reason) Because they do not require gas, hybrid cars reduce dependency on fossil
fuels, which helps lower prices at the pump. (Supporting sentence 4: example)(Supporting sentence 4: example) Alex bought a hybrid car two
years ago and has been extremely impressed with its performance. (Supporting sentence 5: quotation)(Supporting sentence 5: quotation) “It’s the
cheapest car I’ve ever had,” she said. “The running costs are far lower than previous gas powered vehicles I’ve
owned.” (Concluding sentence)(Concluding sentence) Given the low running costs and environmental benefits of owning a hybrid car,
it is likely that many more people will follow Alex’s example in the near future.

facts, statistics, and concrete examples, rather than personal opinions. If you are writing an essay based on your
observations, you might rely on those observations along with examples and reasons. If you are writing a
research essay, you might include more quotations, reasons, and facts. Realize, though, that all types of support
are usable in all types of essays, and that you often will have many or all of these types of support within one unit
of support. The purpose of the essay simply lets you know the type of support you may want to emphasize.

Here’s an example of one supporting paragraph that uses many types of support:

Although it’s really useful to understand that there are different types of support, realize that as writers develop
support, they don’t necessarily think in terms of “I need a fact here” or “I need an observation there.” It’s often best
to simply write your ideas down in the first stage of developing your support. Conscious consideration of different
types of support occurs as you continue to work with and review your support, in terms of your writing purpose
and audience.

For example, a research essay that offers only statistics and facts may become boring to your audience if not
interspersed with your own interpretations and observations and reasons. A personal observation essay may not
get your thesis point across to your audience well if it doesn’t include multiple, specific examples. Draft your
support first, and then go back to the draft to develop it further, the second time with your purpose, audience, and
types of support more consciously in mind.
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Thesis-Support Essays (actually all essays)Thesis-Support Essays (actually all essays) – develop
support by:

• analyzing your thesis’ topic and angle
• using your analysis to see what type of support

the thesis promises to provide
◦ e.g., If the thesis is that X is the best

political candidate because of the
candidate’s community involvement,
past voting record, and current platform,
then you know that you’ll have to offer
multiple paragraphs about the
candidate’s 1) community involvement,
2) past voting record, and 3) current
platform

Analysis of an Issue/Logical ArgumentAnalysis of an Issue/Logical Argument – develop support by:

• prewriting
• listing pros and cons related to the issue
• identifying the information you’d need to “convince the jury” of the validity of your argument
• applying logical argument strategies (choosing inductive or deductive structure, determining your

audience’s values, etc.)

Research EssayResearch Essay – develop support by:

• prewriting
• narrowing the thesis to a question that can actually be researched
• determining the type of research sources and information you need to support the angle in your thesis
• accessing a variety of sources as appropriate (journal articles, books, people, statistical data, etc.)

Essay Applying a Pattern of DevelopmentEssay Applying a Pattern of Development – develop support by:

• fully understanding that pattern of development
• making a list or diagram or mind map that represents that particular pattern of development, and filling it

in
◦ comparison and contrast requires two things that you’re comparing and/or contrasting at

multiple points
◦ cause and effect requires as many causes and/or effects that you can identify
◦ classification and division requires all of the component “parts” of something
◦ process analysis requires all of the major (and appropriate minor) steps in the process

No matter what your writing purpose and type of support, understand that within a unit of support, information
usually moves from general to specific, from topic sentence ideas to supporting concepts and then details and
examples that further specify the concepts supporting the topic sentence’s angle.

This brief video reinforces the idea of how support develops and is presented in an essay.

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/uE74-8YAV9E?feature=oembed
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WORKING WITH SUPPORT

Once you think you have enough support, make sure to categorize that support using a method that makes sense
to you. Some methods you might try are the following:

• naming each block of support with its main concept
• cutting and pasting
• color coding the text
• numbering the supporting concepts and coding in the numbers by each notation

You’ll have an easier time writing if you categorize and organize your support in some way before you move into
writing a draft.

Categorizing your support–and naming the categories–will
also help you see whether you have:

• enough support (if there are categories with very
little information)

• slanted support (categories overloaded with
information)

• inappropriate support (categories that are too
general), or

• support only marginally related to your thesis
(category names that don’t quite relate to the
angle in the thesis)

Keep in mind that writing is an iterative process, and that
you may need to go back and make appropriate
adjustments at any time.

Also, if you’re writing a research essay, remember to note
all citation information needed.
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"ENOUGH" SUPPORT

Keep your audience in mind when determining whether you
have “enough” support, a concept that beginning writers
often ask about.

Writers often want to know how many words a paragraph/
unit of support should contain, and the answer is that it
should develop the idea or point of the topic sentence
completely enough to satisfy the writer and readers.
Depending on their function, paragraphs/units of support can
vary in length from one or two sentences, to over a page;
however, in most college assignments, successfully
developed paragraphs/units of support usually contain
approximately one hundred to two hundred and fifty words
and span one-fourth to two-thirds of a typed page. A series
of short paragraphs in an academic essay can seem choppy
and unfocused, whereas paragraphs that are one page or longer can tire readers. Giving readers a paragraph
break on each page helps them maintain focus. This advice does not mean, of course, that composing a
paragraph of a particular number of words or sentences guarantees an effective paragraph. Writers must provide
enough supporting sentences within paragraphs to develop the topic sentence and simultaneously carry forward
the essay’s main idea.

For example: In a descriptive paragraph about a room in the writer’s childhood home, a length of two or three
sentences is unlikely to contain enough details to create a picture of the room in the reader’s mind, and it will not
contribute in conveying the meaning of the place. In contrast, a half page paragraph, full of carefully selected
vivid, specific details and comparisons, provides a fuller impression and engages the reader’s interest and
imagination.

In descriptive or narrative paragraphs, supporting sentences present details and actions in vivid, specific
language in objective or subjective ways, appealing to the readers’ senses to make them see and experience the
subject. In addition, some sentences writers use make comparisons that bring together or substitute the familiar
with the unfamiliar, thus enhancing and adding depth to the description of the incident, place, person, or idea.

In a persuasive essay about raising the wage for certified nursing assistants, a paragraph might focus on the
expectations and duties of the job, comparing them to that of a registered nurse. Needless to say, a few
sentences that simply list the certified nurse’s duties will not give readers a complete enough idea of what these
healthcare professionals do. If readers do not have plenty of information about the duties and the writer’s
experience in performing them for what she considers inadequate pay, the paragraph fails to do its part in
convincing readers that the pay is inadequate and should be increased.

After you draft the unit of support initially, leave it for a while
and then try to return to it from the perspective of a reader
new to the subject. Do you have questions that have not
been answered? Would you be helped by additional
information that provides details about general concepts?
What additional information would make you, as a reader,
see the validity in the topic sentence’s angle that is being
supported? Switching from a writer’s to a reader’s
perspective will help you determine whether you have
developed enough support for each unit in your essay.

As a writer, you may want to develop units of support
independently for each topic sentence, before you put the
whole essay together. Or you may want to develop all of the
support simultaneously as you draft the essay. Your



approach may vary from essay to essay. As you write more essays, you’ll most likely discover the process of
approach to developing support that works best for you.

Licensing & AttributionsLicensing & Attributions

CC licensed content, OriginalCC licensed content, Original

• Enough Support. Revision and adaptation of pages 33-34 of Developing Paragraphs at https://oer.galileo.usg.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1007&context=english-textbooks. Authored byAuthored by: Susan Oaks. Provided byProvided by:
Empire State College, SUNY OER Services. ProjectProject: College Writing. LicenseLicense: CC BY-NC-SA: Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike

CC licensed content, Shared previouslyCC licensed content, Shared previously

• Developing Paragraphs. Authored byAuthored by: Kathryn Crowther, Lauren Curtright, Nancy Gilbert, Barbara Hall, Tracienne Ravita, Kirk Swenson. Provided byProvided by: GALILEO University System of Georgia. Located atLocated at:
https://oer.galileo.usg.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1007&context=english-textbooks. ProjectProject: Successful College Composition. LicenseLicense: CC BY-NC-SA: Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike

• image of the phrase It's Enough! written on blackboard. Authored byAuthored by: geralt. Provided byProvided by: Pixabay. Located atLocated at: https://pixabay.com/en/ad-nauseum-weary-closing-far-1562850/. LicenseLicense: CC0: No Rights Reserved
• image of woman juggling thought bubbles. Authored byAuthored by: geralt. Provided byProvided by: Pixabay. Located atLocated at: https://pixabay.com/en/woman-girl-balloon-thought-bubble-1172718/. LicenseLicense: CC0: No Rights Reserved

SUPPORT SUMMARY

View the following videos for a good review of developing support in essays.

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/1Y0hM5Ck4T0?feature=oembed

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/_Mr6n9ZgQMI?feature=oembed

Licensing & AttributionsLicensing & Attributions

All rights reserved contentAll rights reserved content

• video on Supporting details. Authored byAuthored by: GoReadWriteNow. Located atLocated at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1Y0hM5Ck4T0. LicenseLicense: Other. License TermsLicense Terms: Standard YouTube License
• video on Insightful Analysis. Authored byAuthored by: GoReadWriteNow. Located atLocated at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_Mr6n9ZgQMI. LicenseLicense: Other. License TermsLicense Terms: Standard YouTube License

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
https://oer.galileo.usg.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1007&context=english-textbooks
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
https://pixabay.com/en/ad-nauseum-weary-closing-far-1562850/
https://creativecommons.org/about/cc0
https://pixabay.com/en/woman-girl-balloon-thought-bubble-1172718/
https://creativecommons.org/about/cc0
https://www.youtube.com/embed/1Y0hM5Ck4T0?feature=oembed
https://www.youtube.com/embed/_Mr6n9ZgQMI?feature=oembed
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1Y0hM5Ck4T0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_Mr6n9ZgQMI


WRITING THE ESSAY DRAFT

In this section you will explore the process of writing a first draft of an essay. You’ll read about outlining, ordering
and supporting your ideas, as well as creating effective transitions, introductions, conclusions, and titles.

Topics in this section:Topics in this section:

• General Drafting Process
• Drafting from an Outline
• Ordering Topic Sentences & Units of Support
• Transitions
• Conclusions
• Introductions
• Titles
• Drafting Summary

GENERAL DRAFTING
PROCESS

Drafting an essay happens in different ways, depending
on the amount of prewriting and planning that you have
done. The one way in which drafting should not happen,
as noted in the chart on Essay Writing Processes, is the
product-based way, in which you sit down expecting to
draft the essay in its entirety and create a finished
product. No matter what your personal writing process is,
when you draft an essay, you should have developed at
least a working thesis and categories of support/ideas for
topic sentences.

The following steps make up the drafting process.
Although you may develop your own process, you should
still understand these steps and know that you eventually
will need to complete all of them as you draft your essay.

1. Start with your working thesis. Write it down, and make sure that it has a clearly-discernable topic and an
angle that offers your insight or argument or opinion on the topic.

2. Review your categories of support to make sure that you have ideas that relate to and support the thesis’
angle.

3. Review your units of support from your reader’s perspective to make sure you have enough support, and
that you have support that relates to and validates the angle in that unit’s topic sentence.

4. Decide how to order your topic sentences and units of support within the essay.
5. Identify transitions (linking words) that show how the units of support relate to one another.
6. Write the conclusion.
7. Write the introduction.
8. Write the title.



Thesis statementThesis statement: E-mail and internet monitoring, as currently practiced, is an invasion of employees’ rights in
the workplace.

I. The situation: Over 80% of today’s companies monitor their employees.
1. To prevent fraudulent activities, theft, and other workplace related violations.
2. To more efficiently monitor employee productivity.
3. To prevent any legal liabilities due to harassing or offensive communications.

II. What are employees’ privacy rights when it comes to electronic monitoring and surveillance
in the workplace?

1. American employees have basically no legal protection from mean and snooping
bosses.

1. There are no federal or State laws protecting employees.
2. Employees may assert privacy protection for their own personal effects.

2. Most managers believe that there is no right to privacy in the workplace.
1. Workplace communications should be about work; anything else is a

misuse of company equipment and company time
2. Employers have a right to prevent misuse by monitoring employee

communications

Refer to the sections on Thesis, Topic Sentences, and Developing Support for fuller information related to writing
your essay draft. The rest of this section will deal with ordering topic sentences/units of support, identifying
transitions, and writing the conclusion, introduction, and title.
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DRAFTING FROM AN OUTLINE

While there are distinct differences between developing and organizing support, and between developing/
organizing support and drafting the essay, differentiating these steps can sometimes be difficult – in many cases,
they blend into one another. As you develop support, you may find that you are also organizing that support into
categories, thus creating a draft in outline form.

If outlining seems logical to your way of thinking and approaching a writing project, know that there are several
different kinds of outlines:

• Roman or Arabic Numeral (highly structured, more formal)
• bullet point (less structured, more informal)
• mind map (less structured, more informal)
• other methods as appropriate, such as a timeline, powerpoint slides, or whatever method works for the

topic and your own way of thinking about the topic

Roman Numeral Outline
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Arabic Numeral Outline



Bullet Point Outline

Mind Map Outline



Whichever type of outline you’ve started with, it can conveniently morph into an essay draft, simply by choosing a
portion of the outline as a place to start writing. Start developing that portion with topic sentences, full sentences,
complete thoughts, details, examples, facts, opinions, and all appropriate types of support. Remember that an
outline identifies the ideas you intend to use in the essay; you develop the actual essay draft by adding support to
those ideas.

One of the many advantages to working from an outline is that you create an idea structure and can see visually
how/whether those ideas relate, so you can see what needs to be added or edited. Because outlines capture
ideas, they also allow you to begin your draft with whatever section or group of ideas you choose. Pick a section
you feel strongly about, and start there. Move around your outline in whatever order you choose, in order to keep
the momentum going to develop your essay draft.

Licensing & AttributionsLicensing & Attributions

CC licensed content, OriginalCC licensed content, Original

• Drafting from an Outline. Revision and adaptation of the page From Outlining to Drafting at https://courses.lumenlearning.com/wm-englishcomposition1/chapter/text-from-outlining-to-drafting/. Authored byAuthored by: Susan
Oaks. Provided byProvided by: Empire State College, SUNY OER Services. ProjectProject: College Writing. LicenseLicense: CC BY-NC-SA: Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike

CC licensed content, Shared previouslyCC licensed content, Shared previously

• From Outlining to Drafting. Provided byProvided by: Lumen Learning. Located atLocated at: https://courses.lumenlearning.com/wm-englishcomposition1/chapter/text-from-outlining-to-drafting/. ProjectProject: English Composition I. LicenseLicense: CC BY:
Attribution

• image of Roman Numeral outline. Provided byProvided by: Wikipedia. Located atLocated at: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Outline_(list). ProjectProject: Outline (list). LicenseLicense: CC BY-NC-SA: Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike
• Arabic Numeral Outline. Provided byProvided by: Wikipedia. Located atLocated at: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Outline_(list). ProjectProject: Outline (list). LicenseLicense: CC BY-NC-SA: Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike
• Bullet Point outline. Authored byAuthored by: Glynis Jolly. Provided byProvided by: flickr. Located atLocated at: https://flic.kr/p/py6cwB. LicenseLicense: CC BY-NC: Attribution-NonCommercial
• Mind Map outline. Authored byAuthored by: Frank Dai. Provided byProvided by: flickr. Located atLocated at: https://flic.kr/p/aG4fD. LicenseLicense: CC BY-NC-ND: Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
https://courses.lumenlearning.com/wm-englishcomposition1/chapter/text-from-outlining-to-drafting/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Outline_(list)
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Outline_(list)
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
https://flic.kr/p/py6cwB
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
https://flic.kr/p/aG4fD
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


ORDERING TOPIC SENTENCES & UNITS OF
SUPPORT

Topic sentences and units of support need to be ordered
consciously in your essay draft. There may be multiple ways
to order your topic sentences and units of support for the
same thesis and you, as the writer, need to identify an
order that makes sense, given your purpose, content, and
reading audience. Here’s an example:

Thesis:Thesis: The first five years and the use of age-appropriate
strategies during this time are the most critical to successful
language development in children.

Possible Order #1:Possible Order #1: Your research may have uncovered
that there are general stages related to each year from one to five. Your purpose is to argue for the
importance of particular stimuli appropriate for each year, in order to facilitate language development. You
decide to order your topic sentences and units of support chronologically, year by year.

Possible Order #2:Possible Order #2: You’re writing an essay based on personal observation, with the purpose of arguing for
the implementation of certain strategies for fostering language development during this entire period. You
decide to order your topic sentences and units of support strategy by strategy. Additionally, you decide to
either order your topic sentences and units of support from most to least important, or least to most
important, depending on what you think will best retain the interest of your reading audience.

Possible Order #3:Possible Order #3: You consulted the Child Development Institute website and learned that there are four
components to language: phonology, semantics, grammar, and pragmatics. You decide to order your topic
sentences and units of support using these categories, which are also presented in an overall chronological
order based on how children usually learn, in order to logically argue to a general audience that there are
strategies that can successfully foster these components. (https://childdevelopmentinfo.com/child-
development/language_development/#.WrPVZ-jwY2w).

It doesn’t matter if you develop your topic sentences and units of support as an outline, before you write a draft, or
if they emerge as you write a draft. The point is that, once you have topic sentences and units of support that
relate to your working thesis, you need to consider their order in the essay, so that they exist in some type of
logical sequence.
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TRANSITIONS

Transitions are linking words that show the direction of
thought in writing. Transitions can show:

• more of the same type of thought (e.g., another,
also, and, in addition)

• a change in thought (e.g., however, but, in contrast)
• sequence (e.g., first, second, next, finally)
• a result (e.g., therefore, consequently, as a result)
• a cause (e.g., because, since)
• …and more.

Once you have identified and developed your units of
support, and considered the sequence in which you intend
to present those units of support in your essay, it’s time to
consider transitions. Think of transition words or phrases as
bridges that bind ideas together, or as directional signs that help a reader follow the trail of thought or sequence of
supporting ideas in your essay.

Transitions may or may not come easily to you as you draft
your essay. If they do not, then simply write your draft first,
and go back to it to insert transitions to show the overall
linkage or direction of thought at various changeover points.
Traditional places for transition words and phrases in an
essay include the following:

• at the start of each unit of support
• as you move from paragraph to paragraph within a

unit of support
• as you move from supporting point to supporting

point within a unit of support/as you link sentences
within paragraphs

• as you move into your conclusion

Read the useful handout on Transitions from the University
of North Carolina, Chapel Hill, Writing Center for more information about and examples of transitions.

Licensing & AttributionsLicensing & Attributions

CC licensed content, OriginalCC licensed content, Original

• Transitions. Authored byAuthored by: Susan Oaks. Provided byProvided by: Empire State College, SUNY OER Services. ProjectProject: College Writing. LicenseLicense: CC BY-NC: Attribution-NonCommercial

CC licensed content, Shared previouslyCC licensed content, Shared previously

• image of bridge. Authored byAuthored by: MabelAmber. Provided byProvided by: Pixabay. Located atLocated at: https://pixabay.com/en/bridge-canal-banks-grass-grove-3218539/. LicenseLicense: CC0: No Rights Reserved
• image of directional signposts. Authored byAuthored by: GregMontani. Provided byProvided by: Pixabay. Located atLocated at: https://pixabay.com/en/directory-away-hiking-direction-3199323/. LicenseLicense: CC0: No Rights Reserved

https://writingcenter.unc.edu/tips-and-tools/transitions/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
https://pixabay.com/en/bridge-canal-banks-grass-grove-3218539/
https://creativecommons.org/about/cc0
https://pixabay.com/en/directory-away-hiking-direction-3199323/
https://creativecommons.org/about/cc0


CONCLUSIONS

Jennifer Yirinic explainsJennifer Yirinic explains

How to Write a Compelling Conclusion
In what manner have you reiterated your ideas? What have you left your reader to think about at the end of your
paper? How does your paper answer the “So what?” question?

As the last part of the paper, conclusions often get the short shrift. We instructors know (not that we condone
it)—many students devote a lot less attention to the writing of the conclusion. Some students might even finish
their conclusion thirty minutes before they have to turn in their papers. But even if you’re practicing desperation
writing, don’t neglect your conclusion; it’s a very integral part of your paper.

Think about it: Why would you spend so much time writing your introductory material and your body paragraphs
and then kill the paper by leaving your reader with a dud for a conclusion? Rather than simply trailing off at the
end, it’s important to learn to construct a compelling conclusion—one that both reiterates your ideas and leaves
your reader with something to think about.

The Reiteration

In the first part of the conclusion, you should spend a brief amount of time summarizing what you’ve covered in
your paper. This reiteration should not merely be a restatement of your thesis or a collection of your topic
sentences but should be a condensed version of your argument, topic, and/or purpose.

Let’s take a look at an example reiteration from a paper about offshore drilling:

Ideally, a ban on all offshore drilling is the answer to the devastating and culminating environmental concerns that
result when oil spills occur. Given the catastrophic history of three major oil spills, the environmental and
economic consequences of offshore drilling should now be obvious.

Now, let’s return to the thesis statement in this paper so we can see if it differs from the conclusion:

As a nation, we should reevaluate all forms of offshore drilling, but deep water offshore oil drilling, specifically,
should be banned until the technology to stop and clean up oil spills catches up with our drilling technology.
Though some may argue that offshore drilling provides economic advantages and would lessen our dependence
on foreign oil, the environmental and economic consequences of an oil spill are so drastic that they far outweigh
the advantages.



Since the author has already discussed the environmental and economic concerns associated with oil drilling,
there’s no need to be passive about the assertion; the author thus moves from presenting oil spills as a problem
to making a statement that a ban on offshore drilling is the answer to this problem. Moreover, the author provides
an overview of the paper in the second sentence of the conclusion, recapping the main points and reminding the
reader that he or she should now be willing to acknowledge his or her position as viable. Though you may not
always want to take this aggressive of an approach (i.e., saying something should be obvious to the reader), the
key is to summarize your main ideas without “plagiarizing” yourself (repeating yourself word for word). Indeed,
you may take the approach of rather saying, “The reader can now, given the catastrophic history of three major oil
spills, see the environmental and economic consequences of oil drilling.” For more information about summary,
please refer to the textbook piece on incorporating sourced material into your essays.

As you can thus see, reiteration is not restatement. Summarize your paper in one to two sentences (or even three
or four, depending on the length of the paper), and then move on to answering the “So what?” question.

Leaving Your Reader with Something to Think About: Answering the
“So what?” Question

The bulk of your conclusion should answer the “So what?” question. Have you ever had an instructor write “So
what?” at the end of your paper? You might have been offended, but the instructor was not saying that he or she
did not care about your paper; rather, he or she was pointing to the fact that your paper leaves the reader with
nothing new to think about. You cannot possibly spend an entire paragraph summarizing your paper topic, nor
does your reader want to see an entire paragraph of summary, so you should craft something juicy—some new
tidbit that serves as an extension of your original ideas.

There are a variety of ways that you can answer the “So what?” question. The following are just a few types of
“endnotes”:

The Call to Action

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/BWQ66MsjKaU?feature=oembed

The call to actioncall to action can be used at the end of a variety of papers, but it works best for persuasive papers, such as
social action papers and Rogerian argument essays (essays that begin with a problem and move toward a
solution, which serves as the author’s thesis). Any time your purpose in writing an essay is to change your
reader’s mind or you want to get your reader to do something, the call to action is the way to go. Basically, the call
to action asks your reader, after having progressed through a brilliant and coherent argument, to do something or
believe a certain way. Following the reiteration at which we previously looked, here comes a call to action:

We have advanced technology that allows deepwater offshore drilling, but we lack the advanced technology that
would manage these spills effectively, As such, until cleanup and prevention technology are available we should,
as gatekeepers of our coastal shores and defenders of marine wildlife, ban offshore drilling—or, at the very least,
demand a moratorium on all offshore oil drilling.

This call to action requests that the reader—remember, you need to identify your audience/reader before you
begin writing—consider a ban on offshore drilling. Whether the author wants the reader to actually enact the ban
or just to come to his or her side of the fence, he or she is asking the reader to do or believe something new
based upon the information he or she just received.

The Contextualization

The contextualizationThe contextualization places the author’s local argument, topic, or purpose in a more global context so that the
reader can see the larger purpose for the piece—or where the piece fits into the larger conversation. Whereas
writers do research for papers so that they enter into specific conversations, they provide their readers with a
contextualization in their conclusions so that they acknowledge the broader dialogue that contains that local
conversation. For instance, if we were to return to the paper on offshore drilling, rather than proposing a ban on
offshore drilling (a call to action), we might provide the reader with a contextualization:

https://www.youtube.com/embed/BWQ66MsjKaU?feature=oembed


We have advanced technology that allows deepwater offshore drilling, but we lack the advanced technology that
would manage these spills effectively. Thus, one can see the need to place environmental concerns at the
forefront of the political arena. Many politicians have already done so, including So-and-so and So-and-so.

Rather than asking the reader to do or believe something, this conclusion answers the “So what?” question by
showing the reader why this specific conversation about offshore drilling matters in the larger conversation about
politics and environmentalism.

The Twist

The twistThe twist leaves the reader with a contrasting idea to consider. For instance, if I were to write a paper that argued
that the media was responsible for the poor body image of adolescent females, I might, in the last few lines of the
conclusion, give the reader a twist:

While the media is certainly responsible for the majority of American girls’ body image issues, parents sometimes
affect the way girls perceive themselves more than the media does.

While this contrasting idea does not negate the writer’s original argument (why would you want to do that?), it
does present an alternative contrasting idea to weigh against the original argument. The twist is kind of like a
cliffhanger, as it’s sure to leave the reader saying, “Hmm . . .”

The Suggestion of Possibilities for Future Research

This approach to answering the “So what?” question is best for projects that you want to turn into a larger,
ongoing project—or, if you want to suggest possibilities for future research for someone else (your reader) who
might be interested in that topic. This approach involves pinpointing various directions which your research may
take if someone were to extend the ideas included in your paper. Remember, research is a conversation, so it’s
important to consider how your piece fits into this conversation and how others might use it in their own
conversations. For example, if we were to suggest possibilities for future research based on this recurring
example of the paper on offshore drilling, the conclusion might end with something like this:

I have just explored the economic and environmental repercussions of offshore drilling based on the examples we
have of three major oil spills over the past thirty years. Future research might uncover more economic and
environmental consequences of offshore drilling, as such consequences will become clearer as the effects of the
BP oil spill become more pronounced.

Suggesting opportunities for future research involve the reader in the paper, just like the call to action does. Who
knows, the reader may be inspired by your brilliant ideas and may want to use your piece as a jumping-off point!

Whether you use a call to actioncall to action, a twisttwist, a contextualizationcontextualization, or whether you suggest future possibilities forsuggest future possibilities for
researchresearch, it’s important to answer the “So what?” question so that your reader stays interested in your topic until
the very end of the paper. And, perhaps more importantly, leaving your reader with something juicy to consider
makes it more likely that the reader will remember your piece of writing. Why write just to end your paper with a
dud? Give your conclusion some love: reiterate and then answer the “So what?” question. [1]



[1] Janechek, Jennifer. “How to Write a Compelling Conclusion.” Writing Commons, 30 Nov. 2011,
https://writingcommons.org/open-text/writing-processes/organize/organize-structure/397-how-to-write-a-
compelling-conclusion.
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Introductions and conclusions are like on and off
ramps on the highway. They need to be clear, so
you know where you’re going and when you’ve
gotten there. Additionally, they need to be
interesting, especially introductions. Imagine
driving in Ohio and taking an off ramp that moves
onto a specific road. As you’re moving onto that
road, you see a sign stating “World’s Largest
Woven Basket.” Your imagination might
immediately be captured by an image—you may
never have thought of baskets in terms of “world’s
largest” so you decide to investigate. (A side note
– it really does exist, in Dresden, Ohio.

Introductions operate in this fashion to captivate
readers. An effective introduction uses concrete,
specific language to create a vibrant mental
image, offer a vivid concept, or create a linkage to something a reader may already know about in order to get
that reader to relate to the essay’s ideas. As a writer, you can captivate readers in many ways. You may decide
to use an interesting fact, create an image in your reader’s mind, or pose a question that your thesis will
eventually answer.

Jennifer Janechek explainsJennifer Janechek explains

How to Write an Engaging Introduction

In what ways does your opening engage your reader?

Writers who produce engaging openings keep their audience in mind from the very first sentence. They consider
the tone, pace, delivery of information, and strategies for getting the reader’s attention. Many teachers generally
recommend that students write their introductions last, because oftentimes introductions are the hardest
paragraphs to write.

They’re difficult to write first because you have to consider what the reader needs to know about your topic before
getting to the thesis. So, I, like other instructors, suggest writing them last—even after the conclusion—though it’s
always a good idea to write with a working thesis in mind. Here are some general principles to consider when
writing an introduction.

Avoid opening with cosmic statements.

Think about the term “cosmic.” What does it mean? “Far out.” Do you want your introductions to be “far out” (in a
bad way)? Then avoid beginning your papers with a cosmic statement—a generalization, an overly broad idea.
Publishers say that the first one or two sentences make or break a submission: if the first two sentences are
poorly written or are uninteresting, they won’t keep reading. Consider what your target audience would think if the
first two lines were so broad that they really meant nothing at all. Here is a list of a few phrases that signify cosmic
statements and that are often seen in the emerging level of student writing:

• From the beginning of time . . .
• Ever since the dawn of time . . .
• Since man first walked the earth . . .
• There are two sides to every issue.
• There are many controversial issues over which people disagree.

That’s just a short list; there are many more cosmic phrases. But you can see from these examples that they
preface statements that are so broad they will either lead into an incorrect or bland statement or will disconnect
the reader from the real point that you want to make. Let’s take the first cosmic phrase from this list and finish it:

From the beginning of time, people have been tattooing each other.



Though the writer might think this is a good broad statement to introduce a paper on tattooing practices, it’s too
broad—not to mention historically incorrect. How might we revise this cosmic statement so that it’s more
engaging?

Tattooing practices have widely varied over the past few centuries.

Though still pretty broad, this statement is at least accurate. Consider, though, how we might draw the reader in
even more:

Imagine you’re in a tattoo parlor, and you’re about to get a tattoo for the first time. You look over and see the
tattoo artist coming at you with a piece of glass. How would you feel? Well, tattooing practices have only become
standardized in the last two centuries.

By incorporating narrative into the introduction, the writer can engage the reader and entice him or her to continue
reading. Note that narrative doesn’t suit all genres of writing, though. See “Employing Narrative in an Essay” for
more information. More formal assignments may ask you to construct an introduction without figurative language
or narrative. Think about the requirements of your assignment and your rhetorical situation when crafting your
introduction.

Avoid opening with a dictionary definition.

Just like it’s important to avoid using cosmic statements in your introductions, it’s also important to avoid starting
your papers with a dictionary definition. If your paper topic is abortion, for instance, your reader doesn’t need to
know what Merriam Webster considers abortion to be; he or she needs to know what broader idea will lead him or
her to your thesis. So don’t look to dictionary.com for a snazzy opener; you won’t find one there.

Before writing the first line of your introduction, it’s a good idea to write out the thesis. You will need to build up to
that thesis statement: the purpose of the introduction paragraph is to give the reader the information he or she
needs to understand the thesis statement.

Wade your reader in to your paper.

Why is it important to gradually move your reader through your introduction toward your thesis? Let’s say that
you’re showing your friend this great new lake you’ve discovered. When you reach the edge, do you push your
friend in or do you wade into the lake with him? Perhaps you’d push your friend in, but you don’t want to shove
your reader into your paper. You want to wade him or her into your paper, gradually taking him or her to the thesis
statement.

If you write your introduction paragraph last, you will be familiar with your argument and its direction. You can
then use this knowledge to structure your introduction paragraph, asking yourself questions like, “What details do
I include in my body paragraphs (so that I avoid bringing them in to the paper too soon)?” and “What background
information, either about the greater conversation surrounding this topic or about the topic’s historical context,
might my reader need to appreciate my thesis?”

Let’s take a look at an example of an introduction paragraph that shoves the reader into the paper:

Tattooing practices have varied widely over the past few centuries. Indeed, tattooing has become much safer.
Whereas in the nineteenth century tattooing was performed with sharp instruments like glass in countries such as
Africa, in the twenty-first century tattooing is performed with sanitary needles.

This introduction can’t really stand on its own as a paragraph, anyway; it’s far too short. How might we add
material to this paragraph (revise it) so that it gradually brings the reader to the thesis?

Imagine you’re in a tattoo parlor, and you’re about to get a tattoo for the first time. You look over and see the
tattoo artist coming at you with a piece of glass. How would you feel? Well, tattooing practices have only become
standardized in the last two centuries. In fact, in the nineteenth century, some tattoo artists used sharp
instruments like shards of glass to mark the skin. Yet with the public focus in the modern world on health and
healthful practices, tattooing practices have evolved accordingly. Whereas in the nineteenth century tattooing was

https://writingcommons.org/employing-narrative-in-an-essay


performed in unsanitary, dangerous ways, in the twenty-first century tattooing is performed with sanitary needles,
demonstrating a shift in ideas regarding health in public opinion.

Whereas the first introduction galloped into the thesis statement, this paragraph wades the reader into the paper.
Guiding the reader toward your thesis statement will also help him or her better understand the context for your
particular topic, thereby giving him or her a greater stake in your writing.

Ultimately, then, I suggest you practice writing your introduction last. If it doesn’t work for you, then switch back to
writing it first. But writing it last may help you avoid writing two introduction paragraphs or foregrounding your
argument too much. Overall, consider the progression of ideas in your introduction: you should move from global
to local, from the general (but not over-generalized) to the specific (your thesis statement).[1]

The image of the painter is a good way to think of introductions. You can’t create the introduction until the
structure – in this case, the essay – already exists.

[1] Janechek, Jennifer. “How to Write an Engaging Introduction.” Writing Commons, 30 Nov. 2011,
https://writingcommons.org/open-text/writing-processes/organize/organize-structure/396-how-to-write-an-
engaging-introduction.
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While

introductions and conclusions are like on and off ramps on the highway, titles are like signs that let you know
something is coming, e.g., road work, school crossing, curvy road ahead. Effective titles capture your interest in a
succinct way.
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I once had a student who wrote a humorous essay about his family’s experience with a tomato grown from seeds
that had been in outer space (his child’s school participated in the Tomatosphere / Space Station
Explorers educational program). The student entitled his essay “My Wife and the Space Tomato.” Everyone in
the class wanted to read and comment on that essay, and years later, I still remember the title.

What Titles Can Do

• Titles can offer your point of view and indicate your thesis assertion, e.g., “The Importance of Sleep.”
• Titles can also offer the topic without indicating your thesis assertion, e.g., “Sleep Deprivation.”
• Titles can indicate the tone and approach of the essay, e.g., “ZZZs and Zestfulness.”

Tips for Creating Titles

• Consider your purpose, audience, and tone.
• Keep the title simple and easy to read.
• Use a key word or phrase that indicates the topic of the essay.
• Accurately indicate what the essay is about, so that there is “truth in advertising.”

Important to Remember about Titles

• A title is not and should not be exactly the same as your thesis sentence.
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Drafting an essay is a creative process that takes some time. Even though you start with a thesis and some ideas
for units of support, it takes time to develop those ideas with examples and details, and to order the ideas in a
way that makes sense, given your main idea.

Think of drafting your essay in terms of growing plants. You start with the seedling – the thesis or main idea.
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The seedling grows and sprouts and you then work with multiple, larger plants. These are your examples and
details and different types of support. As you develop more support, you start to categorize and organize it.

Finally, after careful work, you have something that’s fully developed and organized.

Here’s a big hint: try not to revise as you draft.

Revising moves you into an analytical mode, whereas drafting is a creative mode. Revising as you draft is akin to
second-guessing your plants (Should I have chosen a different variety of lettuce – should I stop growing these at
an early stage and re-plant? Was it wise to try growing hydroponically – should I move the plants to a field?).
Revising as you draft can become unproductive, because you keep stopping. Instead, during the drafting phase,
let your ideas germinate and grow as much as possible.

View the following video to review drafting processes.

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/myHkqdkhBYg?feature=oembed
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REVISING

In this section you will explore revision processes: their importance, and their stages. You’ll learn how to refine
your draft as you apply these processes to your own writing.

Topics in this section:Topics in this section:

• Revision Overview
• Revision Stage 1: Idea Structure, Purpose,

Audience
• Revision Stage 2: Idea Development
• Revision Stage 3: Sentences, Words, Format
• Revising for Style
• Revising for Flow of Information
• Revision Summary

REVISION OVERVIEW

Revising is the most important part of the writing process.
Although you may feel that you’re done when you finish
your draft – a well-deserved feeling of accomplishment –
you still need to go back to your draft with “fresh eyes,”
after you have set it aside for a short time. Revision
actually means “re-seeing.”

The purpose of revision is to go back to your draft with a
reader’s instead of a writer’s perspective, to move your
draft to a more final form. Revision requires you to
analyze your writing, asking, answering, and addressing
the following questions as best as you can, as you refine
your draft:

• Is the thesis clearly identifiable? Does it have a clear topic
and angle or argument, appropriate for the writing’s
purpose and audience?

• Are the topic sentences clearly identifiable? Does each unit of support have a topic sentence? Does
each topic sentence have a clear topic and angle that relates to and extracts an idea from the thesis’
angle?

• Are the units of support logically organized, appropriate to the thesis and your purpose and audience?
• Are paragraphs and units of support fully developed with details, examples, and support relevant and

appropriate to your purpose and thesis?
• Is language use and sentence structure clear, varied, and correct?

As you ask and answer these questions, you may find that you need to revise some or much of the essay draft,
even including your thesis sentence. What’s more likely, though, is that you’ll need to tweak and rewrite portions
of your essay draft, as you make sure that what you have written is well developed, logically ordered, and clearly
expressed.

So, how to you revise? There’s one main thing to keep in mind when revising: revise from “big” to “small.”



The following video offers a quick overview of the revision process, moving from “big” concepts to “small”
sentence and language items.

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/ezI42BqJ4d4?feature=oembed
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REVISION STAGE 1: IDEA STRUCTURE, PURPOSE,
AUDIENCE

Set your draft aside for a while (at least a day) so you can approach revision processes with a fresh mind. First,
re-read your draft and consider the draft in the context of your purpose and audience. If the draft doesn’t “fit” your
writing purpose or audience, you will need to do some major re-thinking and revision.

Then, still on the level of big ideas, consider your thesis and topic sentences to make sure they are thesis and
topic sentences, and that they relate to one another. Ask and answer the following questions:

• As a reader, can I clearly identify a thesis and topic sentences?
• Do I actually have a thesis with a topic and an angle/argument/assertion about that topic?
• Do all of my topic sentences and their units of support also have topics and angles, and do my topic

sentences relate
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One method that may help you answer these questions is
to annotate your draft and do a reverse outline. Annotation
involves noting the main ideas in each section of the
essay. Number your paragraphs in the essay. Then make
a numbered list and write the main idea of each
paragraph, in the order in which the ideas actually occur in
your draft, and analyze your list.

• Are the ideas organized into categories or groups
that make sense?

• Is the order of ideas (topic sentences and units of
support) logical, given the thesis?

• Are there paragraphs that should be shifted to
other locations, because they really relate to
different topic sentences and units of support?

• Is there an overall introduction-body-conclusion structure?
• Does the introduction appropriately introduce the topic of the essa, interest a reader, and offer the main

idea?
• Does the conclusion re-state the main idea?

The following video explains how to do a reverse outline:

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/XrtRkz15BFM?feature=oembed

Rachael Cayley’s blog entry on Reverse Outlines, mentioned at the end of the video, is a useful resource
for information on doing “big” revisions.
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REVISION STAGE 2: IDEA DEVELOPMENT

Reverse outlining (from stage 1 of revision) not only helps you
with idea structure; it can also help you analyze idea
development, to determine whether you have “not enough” or
“too much” written at places in your essay. If you see multiple
main ideas in one paragraph, for example, you may not have
given each idea enough development.

As you revise for idea development, make sure you have at
least a paragraph – and often more – for each topic sentence
idea. Make sure that you have developed your paragraphs and
units of support with examples and details appropriate to your
purpose and audience.

For example, consider the following two paragraphs. What
characterizes the well-developed one which leaves you, as a reader, more satisfied that you have a fuller
understanding?
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Traveling to Tokyo was a revelation, especially when compared with traveling to New York City. While New
Yorkers are actually polite as a group, New York is dirtier and transportation is less timely. And it’s definitely
not quiet! On the other hand, Tokyo is ultra-modern in terms of transportation and services. Things run on
time. For a large city, it’s clean, quiet, and the citizens are polite.

Traveling to Tokyo was a revelation, especially when compared with traveling to New York City. First of all,
Tokyo is ultra-modern in terms of transportation and services. Coming into the airport, we had the option of
shipping our bags to our destination, thus avoiding the hassle of hauling luggage and allowing us to take
inexpensive public transportation to our hotel. The airport train runs frequently, quickly, and on time; it actually
leaves when it’s supposed to leave. In the airport as well as in other train stations, there’s often a white-gloved
and uniformed “conductor” on the station platform to help travelers get to the right track, stand in the right place
to board the train, and signal to the train conductor that all travelers have boarded so that the train can depart
on time. To board, passengers line up quietly and politely, so that boarding can occur quickly. Within the train,
passengers are quiet – a microcosm of what to expect in all public spaces, on the street, in restaurants, in
museums, and more. People do not talk loudly, or play loud music. Sounds indicating the upcoming station
stop are gentle chimes. On the other hand, New York offers a blend of new and old in terms of transportation
and services. While the relatively new airport train runs efficiently, there are no special luggage services or
persons designated to help travelers. The airport train links to a subway system to get into the heart of New
York City, and subway cars are often old, in keeping with the age of the system itself. Boarding may be a
challenge if there are a lot of people; no one lines up, but you’re still expected to get onto the train quickly. On
board, you may experience a blend of sounds ranging from talking to music. Whatever you hear, there’s
usually no attempt to mute or soften the sound. Stations are announced with loud bells and announcements, a
precursor of the sound level you can expect on New York City streets. Yet despite their differences, each city
has a special appeal. While Tokyo seems to focus on creating a pleasant public experience, New York is sheer
kinetic energy.

Even though the more developed paragraph is relatively long, and might be successfully broken into multiple
paragraphs within a unit of support, it includes the following characteristics that make it well-developed:

• clear topic sentence that indicates a comparison of the two cities
• follow-through on the order of the comparison indicated in the topic sentence (whereas the less

developed paragraph switches that order)
• multiple examples and details for the points about transportation, sound, and timeliness
• concluding sentence that summarizes and also moves a reader to an additional insight

As noted in the text The Word on College Reading and Writing, “here are some tips on what to strive for and what
to avoid when it comes to supporting details.” [1]

Good supportGood support
• Is relevant and focused (sticks to the

point).
• Is well developed.
• Provides sufficient detail.
• Is vivid and descriptive.
• Is well organized.
• Is coherent and consistent.
• Highlights key terms and ideas.

Weak SupportWeak Support
• Lacks a clear connection to the point that it’s meant to

support.
• Lacks development.
• Lacks detail or gives too much detail.
• Is vague and imprecise.
• Lacks organization.
• Seems disjointed (ideas don’t clearly relate to each other).
• Lacks emphasis of key terms and ideas.

Although the following video focuses on illustrative writing, the concepts offered about idea development can be
applied to essay writing for any purpose, including logical argument, research writing, and essays using different
patterns of development. The video provides examples of sparsely-developed and well-developed paragraphs,
using examples and details:

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/28FyDT4cKrg?feature=oembed

https://www.youtube.com/embed/28FyDT4cKrg?feature=oembed


[1] Babin, Monique, et al. “The Paragraph Body: Supporting Your Ideas.” The Word on College Reading and
Writing, openoregon.pressbooks.pub/wrd/chapter/the-paragraph-body-supporting-your-ideas/.
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REVISION STAGE 3: SENTENCES, WORDS,
FORMAT

The third and final stage of revision deals with sentence
structure, grammar, word choice, spelling, and all aspects of
language use and format. Although many beginning writers
equate the concept of revision wholly with language use,
know that revising for idea structure and development
should be the final stage in revision, after you have reviewed
and verified your thesis, topic sentences, and idea order and
development.

Revision stage 3 is often called proofreading which,
again, should be the very last step in revising an essay.
Once you move to the proofreading stage, it’s time to
consider lower-order concerns related to sentence structure,
punctuation, and language use (as opposed to the higher-
order concerns in the first two stages which are more global

issues that affect how a reader understands the entire essay). Lower-order concerns are issues that don’t
necessarily interrupt understanding of the writing by themselves.

Higher-Order ConcernsHigher-Order Concerns

Revision Stages 1 & 2

Lower-Order ConcernsLower-Order Concerns

Revision Stage 3

Audience Grammar

Thesis Sentence Sentence Structure

Topic Sentences Punctuation

Organization of Ideas Spelling

Development of Ideas (& citation as needed) Citation Format

Are Higher-Order Concerns More Important than Lower-Order Concerns?

No, not necessarily. Higher-order concerns tend to interrupt a reader’s understanding of the writing, and that’s
why they need to be addressed first. However, if a lower-order concern becomes a major obstacle, then it
naturally becomes a higher priority. For example, consider an essay that uses semi-colons incorrectly, each and
every time, where there should be commas. Consider how many times in writing you actually use commas (a
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lot!). Your reader may start to focus on the error more than the content of your ideas, in the way that a driver and
her passengers start to count the potholes they hit on a stretch of road desperately in need of repair. The
purpose of proofreading to find and correct lower-order concerns in order to make the road smooth, so that your
readers, like the driver, can concentrate on the content of the journey, and not the bumps in the road.

To address lower-order concerns, consider individual sentences in terms of grammar, mechanics, and
punctuation. Also consider conventions of citation format, if you have used sources. Ask and answer the following
questions:

• Are the sentences grammatically correct?
• Is the sentence structure clear and varied?
• Is language used clearly, in a way appropriate to your reading audience?
• Is the punctuation correct?
• Is the documentation format correct, if the essay uses sources?

Many language items can be revised by isolating and examining different elements of your written text. Read the
text sentence by sentence, looking for grammatical and punctuation errors to correct and asking yourself if your
sentence structure and word choice are as clear as possible. Remember, a sentence may be grammatically

correct and still confuse readers. If you notice a pattern—say, a tendency to misplace modifiers or use
unnecessary commas—read the paper looking only for that error so that you can find and correct it throughout.

Also realize that spell-checks, even though their useful, do not always replace a close reading for errors. [The
error in this sentence is intentional, to prove the point. Can you find it?]

Revising for Format

Although format is the least important aspect of revising, it’s still important that your essay be readable and use
certain conventions, such as the following:

• Use 10-12 point size, depending on the font.
• Choose a simple, easy-to-read font (e.g., Calibri, Ariel, Times New Roman).
• Use 1-inch margins.
• Check with your instructor about spacing and layout preferences. If you single-space, then left-justify all

paragraphs and leave a space between paragraphs; if you double-space, then indent each paragraph 5
spaces.

• Put your name and the date in the upper left-hand corner of the first page of the essay.
• Put your last name and page number in the upper right-hand corner of each page of the essay.
• If you’re writing a research essay, make sure to use correct citation format.
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REVISING FOR STYLE

The final stage of revising is often focused solely on “correctness”: making sure that all the details are right, and
that language is used according to the rules. However, revision stage 3 also offers a great opportunity to focus on
your style, and allows you to craft the final product that best represents your unique perspective. Note that
conscious work with style may help create more sophisticated writing.
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A writer’s style is what sets his or her writing apart. Style is the way
writing is dressed up (or down) to fit the specific context, purpose,
content, and audience. Word choice, sentence structure, and the writer’s
voice all contribute to the style of a piece of writing. How a writer chooses
words and structures sentences to achieve a certain effect creates a
certain style in the writing. When Thomas Paine wrote, “These are the
times that try men’s souls,” he arranged his words to convey a sense of
urgency and desperation. Had he written “These are bad times,” it’s likely
he wouldn’t have made such an impact.

Style is often considered and discussed within the context of literature.
Novelists such as Ernest Hemingway and William Faulkner and poets
such as Emily Dickinson and Walt Whitman are well known for their
distinctive literary styles. But journalists, scientists, historians, and
mathematicians also may have distinctive writing styles. Style depends
on both the writer and the context of the writing (the purpose and
intended audience). For example, the first-person narrative style of a
popular magazine such as National Geographic is quite different from the
objective, third-person, expository style of a research journal such as
Scientific American because, although the purpose of each publication is
to inform, they are informing different audiences in different contexts.

Not just right and wrong

Style is not a matter of right and wrong but of what is appropriate for a particular purpose, setting, and audience.
Consider the following two passages, which were written by the same author on the same topic with the same
main idea, yet have very different styles:

“Experiments show that Heliconius butterflies are less likely to ovipost on host plants that possess eggs or
egg-like structures. These egg mimics are an unambiguous example of a plant trait evolved in response to a
host-restricted group of insect herbivores.”

“Heliconius butterflies lay their eggs on Passiflora vines. In defense the vines seem to have evolved fake
eggs that make it look to the butterflies as if eggs have already been laid on them.” (Example from Myers, G.
(1992). Writing biology: Texts in the social construction of scientific knowledge. Madison: University of
Wisconsin Press. p. 150.)

What changed was the audience. The first passage was written for a professional journal read by other biologists,
so the style is authoritative and impersonal, using technical terminology suited to a professional audience. The
second passage, written for a popular science magazine, uses a more dramatic style, setting up a conflict
between the butterflies and the vines, and using familiar words to help readers from non-scientific backgrounds
visualize the scientific concept being described. Each style is appropriate for its particular audience.

Elements of style

Many elements of writing contribute to an author’s style, but three of the most important are word choice,
sentence fluency, and voice.



Word Choice

Most writers strive to be concise and precise, weeding out unnecessary words and choosing the exact word to
convey meaning. Precise words—active verbs, concrete
nouns, specific adjectives—help the reader visualize the
sentence. No matter what style is appropriate, formal or
informal, serious or humorous, clarity and precision are
goals to strive for in terms of style.

When you consider word choice, ask yourself if your words
convey your main ideas clearly, and if you are you using
language that can be understood by your reading audience
(most likely an adult, general audience, such as people who
read blogs and newspapers).

After you revise for clarity and precision of language, also
look at the tone that your words create. Are you intentionally
informal, formal, humorous, straightforward? Is your tone
appropriate for the context of your writing: your purpose and
audience? Are there breeches in tone that are jarring, such
as very informal or slang phrases in what is otherwise a

piece of writing with a straightforward, professional tone?

Also consider enlivening your word choice. Not every word in an essay can be a “special” word, nor should it be.
But if your writing in an area feels a little flat, the injection of a livelier word can have strong rhetorical and
emotional impact on your reader. Think of these words as jewels in the right setting. Often swapping out “to be”
verbs (e.g., is, was, were, etc.) with more action-packed verbs has immediate, positive impact. Also look for words
such as “things,” “very,” or “many,” which you can replace with more precise terminology.

Sentence Fluency

Sentence fluency is the flow and rhythm of phrases and sentences. Writers use a variety of sentences with
different lengths and rhythms to achieve different effects. They use parallel structures within sentences and
paragraphs to reflect parallel ideas, but also know how to avoid monotony by varying their sentence
structures. For example, a writer may consciously use a very short sentence in a paragraph to emphasize and
draw attention to a particular idea.

When you revise for sentence fluency, consider the patterns of your sentences. Are they all direct subject-verb
statements? Or are the sentences varied in pattern? Sentence length variety is an asset to your readers, as it
helps maintain their interest. If you find a paragraph or two of your essay that uses many sentences of
approximately the same length close together, work in those paragraphs on combining some short sentences or
on breaking some long sentences apart.

Also ask yourself if any sentences are wordy, using too many words and phrases in places where much shorter
phrases can be used? (e.g., phrases such as “concerning the matter of,” “the reason for,” and “it is a fact that,” or
too many “of” or “to” phrases). There is nothing wrong with using repetitive sentence patterns or too many words
a starting point in a draft; the advantage of writing over speaking is that you can return to your sentences
and words, rethink them, and revise them for more concise and precise style.

Voice

Voice is an essential element of style that reveals the writer’s personality. A writer’s voice can be impersonal or
chatty, authoritative or reflective, objective or passionate, serious or funny. As you consider style when you
revise, identify an adjective that you think best describes your voice, and ask yourself if this is appropriate for your
writing context, purpose, and audience.



How can you consider style consciously?

One method is to read an essay draft out loud, preferably to another person. Better yet, have another person read
your draft to you. Note how that person interprets your words. Do they come across as you originally meant them
to? If not, revise.

Another method is to simply ignore your essay draft for a few days, and then read it carefully as though you were
reading another writer’s work for the first time. Planning some time between drafting and revising helps with all
stages of the revising process, including style.
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REVISING FOR FLOW OF INFORMATION

In the first revision stage, revising for idea structure, purpose, and audience, you look at the overall logical order
of information to determine if the topic sentences and units of support are in a logical order, given the argument in
the thesis. You check to see if you’ve used transition words effectively to show the linkage from one topic
sentence and unit of support to the next. This is revising for flow of information on a macro level.

However, you also should revise for flow of information on a micro or paragraph level. Flow on the paragraph
level deals with how easily one sentence moves into the next for your reader. The previous page on Revising for
Style introduced the concept of “sentence fluency” or flow; here are examples of good and bad flow in
paragraphs, from Loyola Marymount University in Los Angeles’ writing guides website. Can you tell which
paragraph has better flow of information?

1. “Costa Rica is one of the most beautiful countries in the world. The southern part of Costa Rica is
characterized by dense rain forests, which contain some of the world’s most unusual wildlife. Hoping to
get a bird’s eye view of these animals, tourists take zip lining tours through the top canopy of the rain
forest. Located in Central America, it borders Nicaragua to the north and Panama to the south. Some of
the interesting creatures found in these forests include tree frogs, white-faced monkeys, and sloths.”

2. “Costa Rica is one of the most beautiful countries in the world. Located in Central America, it borders
Nicaragua to the north and Panama to the south. The southern part of Costa Rica is characterized by
dense rain forests, which contain some of the world’s most unusual wildlife. Some of the interesting
creatures found in these forests include tree frogs, white-faced monkeys, and sloths. Hoping to get a
bird’s eye view of these animals, tourists take zip lining tours through the top canopy of the rain forest.”
[1]

Paragraph 2 has a better flow. It starts with Costa Rica’s general location, and then moves to a particular location
within Costa Rica. The second sentence ends by mentioning “unusual wildlife,” which is a more general lead-in to
the third sentence in which the author specifies the wildlife. The fourth sentence links to the third by mentioning
“these animals” again, before it moves to talking about tourists.

In contrast, Paragraph 1 hops around from wildlife to tourists to general location to specific wildlife. While the
information is the same, the flow of this paragraph makes it more difficult to read and digest the information.

So, much of the way to revise for flow on the paragraph level is to consider the order and linking of your
sentences. However, flow on the paragraph level also deals with sentence structure and how easily the
sentences “sound” and can be read.
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Here’s another example from Sarah’s essay in progress. Can you tell which paragraph has the better flow of
information?

1. Yet if you look at these arguments one by one, you can see that these skills may be addressed online,
albeit in a slightly different way. Public speaking can be taught online because, first of all, online
speakers may very well be able to see their audience’s reaction and adjust their tone and message
accordingly. Skype, Zoom, and other technologies offer real-time, audio and visual experiences that link
speaker and audience. Although they are dispersed and not in the same room the speaker can still see
what’s going on with other participants and can see from their attitudes and expressions whether they
are engaged and whether tone or content needs to be altered. Even in asynchronous environments,
audience response may be so immediate that the speaker can respond in almost-real time (think of
Rosanne’s posts, quick audience reaction on Twitter, and her quick responses). The environment may
not be exactly the same as a room with everyone in it, the skills of observation, situation analysis, and
adjustment can still be taught and learned online.

2. Online speakers can learn speaking skills in a slightly different way. Online speakers can see their
audience’s reaction. Online speakers can use Skype and Zoom. They also have other technologies to
see speech attendees. They can see attitudes and expressions. Online speakers can respond in
almost-real time. They can learn how to observe. They can learn how to analyze the situation in real
time. They can learn to adjust their tone and message accordingly, based on their observations and
analyses.

In this example, although the information is almost the same, Paragraph 1 has the best flow. Paragraph 2 is
“choppy,” because Sarah, at a very initial writing stage, used the same subject-verb sentence structure for all of
the sentences in the paragraph. Try to vary your sentence patterns, as well as use linking words, to create an
easy flow.

As you revise for flow of information within paragraphs,
review the following:

• sentence order
• transition use
• sentence structure

For more information and examples of flow, plus a short
activity to try, connect with UniLearning’s page on logical
flow within paragraphs.

[1] “Directed Learning: Cohesion.” Library Guides > Writing
> Style and Grammar > Cohesion, Loyola Marymount
University, LA, libguides.lmu.edu/c.php?g=324079&p=2174120.
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REVISION SUMMARY

This video is relatively lengthy, but it clearly discusses reasons for revising an analytical college essay, as it
shows how one writer revises.

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/jA15NrZNzp4?feature=oembed
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ISSUE ANALYSIS / LOGICAL
ARGUMENT

In this section you will learn to identify issues and analyze arguments. You’ll strengthen your critical thinking skills
by evaluating claims, and you will learn to develop logical arguments for your own essays.

Topics in this section:Topics in this section:

• Issue and Argument Definition
• Logical Argument and Critical Thinking
• Issue Analysis/Logical Argument in College

Writing
• Understanding Claims
• Types of Claims
• Supporting Claims
• Prewriting & Developing Support for a Logical

Argument
• Drafting a Logical Argument
• Revising a Logical Argument
• Logical Fallacies Definition
• Evaluating an Argument for Logical Fallacies
• Logical Fallacies Review

ISSUE AND ARGUMENT DEFINITION

Issue

An issue is something that has at least two sides, an idea
that can be debated, for example: government spending,
pollution from fossil fuels, bias in news coverage. Expect
college writing assignments to ask you to analyze an
issue and offer your own stance, based on logical
reasoning and supported by evidence from appropriate
sources (your own careful observations and reflections
and/or appropriate researched sources).

Analysis

Analysis refers to breaking down an issue – which is usually a large, complex, integrated mix of ideas – into
distinct pieces, and then re-forming those pieces into a focus thesis that presents your informed interpretation of
the issue. You support your insight and evaluation with various types of evidence as appropriate. Issue analysis
isn’t always clear cut, but your task as a writer is to create some clarity of thought.



Analysis is a way of understanding a subject by using four elements: 1) expressing an opinion (making
assertions), 2) supporting that opinion (including examples), 3) justifying that opinion (explaining the examples),
and 4) showing why the opinion matters (extending the significance). The second letter in the second component
(examples) helps create the acronym AXES, which is the plural form of both axe and axis. This acronym provides
a way not only to remember the four components but also to visualize them working together. Like an axe,
analysis allows us to “chop” our subjects into their essential components so that we can examine the pieces more
thoroughly, and, like an axis, analysis inspires insights that become the new reference points around which we
rearrange these pieces.

Though a complete analysis always needs to use these elements, the reasons for engaging in it may vary widely.
For instance, sometimes the goal is to persuade the reader to accept an interpretation or to adapt a course of
action, and other times the goal is to explore several possible interpretations or courses of action without settling
on any one in particular. But whether the goal is to persuade, explore, or enlighten, analysis should always spring
from a careful examination of a given subject. The purpose of an analysis is not necessarily to convince a
reader that your point of view is correct, but rather to reveal that you have thought about your subject thoroughly
and arrived at reasonable and significant considerations.

Argument

Note that an essay intended to analyze an issue is not written merely to inform. A logical argument takes a stance
on an issue, with the purpose of persuading the reader to agree.

For the purposes of college writing, an argument is “an assertion intended to persuade” (and not as “a dispute or
disagreement”). We encounter arguments, or persuasive statements, in visual and verbal form every day.

Some visual (as well as verbal) arguments offer a point of view directly, such as political cartoons. Other visual
(as well as verbal) arguments are indirect, such as advertisements. Examining images is a good way to start
thinking about the nuances of argument and the differences between “argument” and “logical argument.”

Look at the political cartoon and the advertisement images below. Identify the argument in each image and start
learning how to analyze an issue by applying the evaluative questions listed underneath the images. If you were
developing an essay about the topic of either of the images, what issue would you choose and what would your
own argument be?



Analyzing a visual argument often includes questions similar to those you ask when analyzing a written argument:

• How does it make you feel?
• What is the purpose?
• What is the message?
• Who is the intended audience?
• What are the main points?
• What evidence supports the main points?
• What is the quality of that evidence?
• Has any key information for the “other side” of the argument been omitted?
• Does the evidence fall into any faulty thinking?

Logical argument, whether in visual or verbal form, is intended to persuade through solid evidence, as opposed to
emotion or visual or verbal bias or manipulation. Logical argument tries to show that “truth” exists in whatever is
being proposed. Can humans ever divorce emotion from persuasion or ever really know truth? Probably not…but
knowing the parameters and methods of logical argument helps.
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LOGICAL ARGUMENT AND CRITICAL THINKING

Logical Argument depends on critical thinking. Critical thinking is not negative – it’s not “criticizing.” Instead, it’s
the application of analysis to an issue. The following videos provide a brief introduction to critical thinking and its
relationship to logical argument.

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/-85-j7Nr9i4?feature=oembed

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/dItUGF8GdTw?feature=oembed

Both videos stress your own active participation as a thinker when dealing with issues and arguments. The
Critical Thinking video focuses on questions you need to ask about arguments when deciding whether to accept
their conclusions, e.g., is the information clear, accurate, and relevant? The 5 Tips video similarly asks you to ask
questions about information and arguments, e.g., is there bias or manipulation, what assumptions are you
bringing to the issue, and have all major points of view been addressed?

Writing logical arguments involves applying these critical thinking questions to your own insights and assertions
as well as to the supporting information you use.
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ISSUE ANALYSIS/LOGICAL ARGUMENT IN
COLLEGE WRITING

Logical argument uses slightly different terminology for some of the same basic concepts as college writing. The
difference between a general college essay and one intended to offer a logical argument essentially occurs in the
nature of the support.
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College Writing & Logical Argument

CollegeCollege
WritingWriting

LogicalLogical
ArgumentArgument

What It IsWhat It Is What the Difference IsWhat the Difference Is

Thesis
Claim,
Conclusion

the main idea; the assertion or
position you want the reader to
understand and accept

not much—both are assertion or position
statements that have a topic and an angle

Support
Evidence,
Premise,
Reasons

the details, examples, and sources
that relate to, explain, and help
prove the main idea

Logical argument requires:

• reasons and evidence from valid,
credible sources

• fair time given to the opposing
viewpoint

• evidence to show that the proposed
viewpoint is more valid than the
opposing viewpoint

• real care with the way in which the
evidence is presented, so as not to
fall into an error of reasoning

Essays and logical arguments also tend to use similar structure, which is often thesis-response (or claim-
evidence). The thesis or claim is presented toward the start, and the response (topic sentences and units of
support) or evidence (categories of support) follows, organized into units or groups of support. Different
categories of evidence will most likely be presented with topic sentences and units of support.

Again, the main difference between an essay and a logical argument is in the type of support and the care you
need to take generating that support. For logical arguments, the support always needs to be clear, relevant,
verifiable, detailed, and comprehensive, covering any important opposing points of view.
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UNDERSTANDING CLAIMS

The claim defines what the author wants you to do, think, or believe by the time you finish reading his or her
work. Your claim is your thesis assertion, or angle. In logical argument, your argument is only as valuable as its
claim, which needs to be detailed, reasonable, and supportable with valid evidence.

If your claim is not reasonable by virtue of being too broad, obvious, or irrelevant to anything readers care about,
few will want to read the argument supporting it. For example, if you started to read a piece that claimed that all
schoolhildren under the age of eight should have a short break time during the school day, readers may wonder
why you bothered to argue for it. Or, if your claim is not supportable and cannot be settled by appealing to
evidence, some readers may be interested in that opinion, but few will have reason to engage the argument. For
example, if a piece asserts that a UFOs really did land in New Mexico and Nevada, you might read for
amusement but not for serious engagement with the argument.

Claims in your thesis sentences need to be effective in
order for your readers to read. Effective claims have three
qualities:

1. They address important, relevant problems.
Readers will think that the claim might help them
address a problem they care about.

2. They are contestable. That is, readers will
wonder whether the claim is true.

3. They are debatable. That is, readers will think
that the claim can be proved or disproved.

A significant claim answers a question that readers care
about; it leads readers to think not, That’s obvious or I
already knew that, but Oh, you’ll have to prove that, and it
raises the kinds of issues that can be settled by factual evidence. Here’s one example of a strong, significant
claim: Studies have shown that excessive digital use in very young children can affect social and language
development. Since it is irresponsible to deny digital access to children, given the 21st century reality of a
technical society, “very young” and “excessive” need to be defined more specifically, underwritten by federal
government funding just as the government has done for nutritional and other health guidelines.
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TYPES OF CLAIMS

Claims usually fall into one of three types:

1. Claims of fact
2. Claims of value
3. Claims of policy
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Claims of Fact

A claim of fact makes an assertion about something that
can be proved or disproved with factual evidence.
However, keep in mind the basic quality of claims, that
they have to be debatable, and offer an assertion about
an issue. So a claim of fact for a logical argument cannot
simply consist of a statistic or proven fact. It needs,
instead, to focus on an assertion which uses facts to back
it up, but for which the evidence might still be debatable.

Inappropriate claim of fact – a statistic or fact that is not
debatable:

“the month of March 2017 was 1.03°C (1.9°F) above the 20th century average—this marked the first time the
monthly temperature departure from average surpassed 1.0°C (1.8°F) in the absence of an El Niño episode
in the tropical Pacific Ocean.” (from the U.S. Department of Commerce’s National Oceanic and Atmospheric
Adminstration, NOAA, https://www.ncdc.noaa.gov/sotc/global/201713 )

Appropriate claim of fact – makes a claim that is debatable using factual evidence

Decreasing carbon dioxide emissions from car exhaust, manufacturing processes, fertilizers, and landfills,
while slowing deforestation, may help slow the process of global warming.

Claims of Value

A claim of value argues that something is good or bad, or
that one thing is better than another thing.

Sample claims of value:

It’s better to apply good nutritional choices at home
than teach them at school, because good nutrition then
becomes ingrained in the child’s experience.

Although immunotherapy has produced some good
results in fighting cancer, overall it is less effective than
chemotherapy.

Claims of Policy

A claim of policy argues that certain conditions should exist,
or that something should or should not be done, in order to
solve a problem.

Sample claims of policy:

The city’s board of education should institute an honors
program not only for high school students, but for
elementary and junior high school students as well.

Just as smoking ads have been banned in order to
decrease the urge to engage in an unhealthy behavior,
soda ads should be banned for the same reason.

No matter the type of claim, you will usually combine many
types of support for that claim in order to write a logical
argument, including facts, case studies, reasons, personal
interviews, and more, as appropriate.

https://www.ncdc.noaa.gov/sotc/global/201713


To strengthen your understanding of types of claims, take this nine question self-test: Claims of Fact, Value, and
Policy.
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SUPPORTING CLAIMS

Writers are generally most successful with their audiences when they can skillfully and appropriately balance
the three core types of appeals to support their claim. These types of appeals are traditionally referred to by their
Greek names: logoslogos (the appeal to logic), pathospathos (the appeal to emotion), and ethosethos (the appeal to authority).

Logical Appeals

Authors using logic to support their claims may include a combination of different types of evidence, which
may include the following:

• established facts
• case studies
• statistics
• experiments
• analogies and logical reasoning
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• citation of recognized experts on the issue

Authoritative Appeals

Authors using authority to support their claims may draw from a variety of techniques, which may include the
following:

• personal anecdotes
• illustration of deep knowledge on the issue
• citation of recognized experts on the issue
• testimony of those involved first-hand on the issue

Emotional Appeals

Authors using emotion to support their claims have a variety of options, which may include the following:

• personal anecdotes
• narratives
• impact studies
• testimony of those involved first-hand with the issue

As you can see, there is some overlap on these lists. Different types of appeals may be used in a variety of ways.

Most logical argument essays rely on some combination these three types of supporting appeals, perhaps with
one type as the primary method of support, as appropriate to the claim, but with enhancement from the other
types of supporting appeals at the same time.

Application of Concepts

As you develop support for your thesis/claim, consider the type of claim and the type of support that will best
convince your audience of your claim, with the understanding that you are still writing a logical argument (and not
an argument based solely on emotional appeals).

For example:

Claim of factClaim of fact – Decreasing carbon dioxide emissions from
car exhaust, manufacturing processes, fertilizers, and
landfills, while slowing deforestation, may help slow the
process of global warming.

Logical support might include:

• Facts that show the linkage between increased
carbon dioxide levels and warmer temperatures

• Studies done showing that fuel emission laws
enacted in a certain location cut down on carbon
dioxide levels

• Citation of recognized experts in the field
• Testimony of those involved first-hand with the

issue

Claim of valueClaim of value – Good nutrition should be taught in school rather than at home.

Logical support might include:

• Statistics – studies done over time, showing that elementary school children who receive lessons on
good nutrition maintain good eating habits into adulthood moreso than those do not receive formal
lessons

• Personal narratives



• Citation of recognized experts in the field
• Testimony of those involved first-hand in the issue

Claim of policyClaim of policy – Just as smoking ads have been banned in order to decrease viewers’ urges to engage in
unhealthy behavior, soda ads should be banned for the same reason.

Logical support might include:

• Facts showing linkage of soda consumption to increased chance of various diseases
• Citation of recognized experts on the issue
• Case studies
• Statistics
• Narratives

Another application of conceptsAnother application of concepts

Claim of Fact:Claim of Fact:

Decreasing carbon dioxide emissions from car exhaust, manufacturing processes, fertilizers, and landfills, while
slowing deforestation, may help slow the process of global warming.

Supporting appeal to logos:Supporting appeal to logos:

“The planet’s average surface temperature has risen about 1.62 degrees Fahrenheit (0.9 degrees Celsius)
since the late 19th century, a change driven largely by increased carbon dioxide and other human-made

emissions into the atmosphere.5 Most of the warming occurred in the past 35 years, with the five warmest
years on record taking place since 2010. Not only was 2016 the warmest year on record, but eight of the 12
months that make up the year — from January through September, with the exception of June — were the

warmest on record for those respective months. 6″

(from NASA’s website at https://climate.nasa.gov/evidence/; there’s also a very useful chart showing the
increase in carbon dioxide levels )

Supporting appeal to ethos:Supporting appeal to ethos:

On the same NASA site, you can find an appeal to ethos, or authority. At https://climate.nasa.gov/scientific-
consensus/, NASA provides a graph that shows the rise in temperature and states that the graph
includes “Temperature data from four international science institutions. All show rapid warming in the past
few decades and that the last decade has been the warmest on record. Data sources: NASA’s Goddard
Institute for Space Studies, NOAA National Climatic Data Center, Met Office Hadley Centre/Climatic
Research Unit and the Japanese Meteorological Agency.”

Supporting appeal to pathos:Supporting appeal to pathos:

The following is a pathos-based appeal from the trailer for Al Gore’s documentary An Inconvenient
Truth meant to convince viewers that they should do something about global warming (and, of course, watch
the movie):

The Arctic is experiencing faster melting. If this [Arctic ice] were to go, sea level worldwide would go up
20 feet. . . . Here’s Manhattan. The World Trade Center Memorial would be underwater. Think of the
impact of a couple hundred thousand refugees and then imagine 100 million. . . . We have to act
together to solve this global crisis. Our ability to live is what is at stake. (Gore, 2007)

Gore’s statement about the World Trade Center Memorial clearly appeals to our emotions. After all, he could
have chosen countless other landmarks in the country, but he chose the site commemorating the loss of
several thousand innocent civilians from an act of terrorism. We might assume, then, that his primary goal is
to instill a sense of grief, fear, and outrage.

Analyze your claim (fact-value-policy) to determine the types of supporting appeals that will best prove that claim,
keeping in mind that you may use appeals to logos, ethos, and pathos for any type of claim. The type of claim
may simply help you understand the type of supporting appeal you might emphasize in your essay.
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PREWRITING & DEVELOPING SUPPORT FOR A
LOGICAL ARGUMENT

Identify an issue about which you can make a claim and develop a logical argument. Remember, an issue is a
concept with at least two sides, an idea that can be debated.

For example, making the claim that “many people use
social media” would not be debatable. But writing
that “social media are hurting the communication skills of
young Americans” would be debatable because the author
must prove both that there is a problem with the
communication skills of younger Americans and that
social media are the cause of it.

Once you identify an issue, consider five questions to start
prewriting and developing your thesis and support for a logical argument. Questions are at the core of arguments.
Academics, business people, scientists, and other professionals all make arguments to determine what to do or
think, or to solve a problem by enlisting others to do or believe something they otherwise would not. What matters
is not just that you believe that what you have to say is true, but that you give others good reasons to believe it as
well—and also show them that you have considered the issue from multiple angles. To do that, build your
argument out of the answers to the five questions any rational person will expect you to answer.

1. What do you want me to do or think?
2. Why should I do or think that?
3. How do I know that what you say is true?
4. What about this other idea, fact, or consideration?
5. What general principles ground your argument?

When you make a good argument, you anticipate and respond to each of these questions with a particular part of
argument:

1. The answer to What do you want me to do or think? is your claim (thesis)claim (thesis): “I claim that you should do or
think X.”

2. The answer to Why should I do or think that? states your reasons (topic sentences)reasons (topic sentences): “You should do or
think X because . . .”

3. The answer to How do I know that what you say is true? presents your evidence (support)evidence (support): “You can
believe my reasons because they are supported by these facts . . .”

4. The answer to What about this other idea, fact, or conclusion? acknowledgesacknowledges that your readers might
see things differently and then respondsresponds to that alternative view.

5. The answer to Why should I accept that your reasons support your claim? states your general principle
of reasoning, called a warrantwarrant: “My specific reason supports my specific claim because whenever this
general condition is true, we can generally draw a conclusion like mine.”
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Here’s a fuller example of a way to use these five
questions to prewrite and develop support for an issue
analysis/logical argument essay:

Question #1—“What do you want me to do or
think?”

This question means that the reader is ready to hear your
claimclaim. You know how to answer this question because you
make arguments like this every day. Suppose, for
example, that Sally is having coffee with her friend Jim.
Jim points out a story on the front page of his newspaper:

Jim: So did you hear about the hurricane that’s
headed for New Orleans?

Sally: Yes, I think they should evacuate the city as soon as possible.

Sally has made a claim: a statement of her view of what someone should do: New Orleans should be evacuated.
Note that this is not a statement of fact but of Sally’s idea, her judgment about the best course of action. She
takes a position on a problem without an obvious solution; other rational people could disagree. Some might claim
that the hurricane is not strong enough to warrant evacuation or that this time New Orleans is properly prepared
for a hurricane. Sally has made a claim because her statement is up for debate.

Question #2—“Why should I think that?”

This question is about what reasonsreasons support your claim. Most readers won’t question your argument until they
know your reasons. Let’s look at how Jim responds to Sally’s claim:

Jim: Really? Why do you say that?

Sally: Well, New Orleans is surrounded by water and it’s mostly below sea level. If a hurricane breaks
the levees that keep the water out, the city will flood. Houses could be destroyed, and people would be
at risk.

Sally answers Jim’s question by giving him a few reasons why she thinks New Orleans should be evacuated. New
Orleans is (1) surrounded by water, (2) mostly below sea level, and (3) protected by levees. So if the levees break
and let the water in, (4) houses will be destroyed, and (5) people will be at risk.

Question #3—“How do I know that your reasons are true?”

This question asks for factual evidenceevidence to support the given reasons. Jim asks Sally a version of this question to
push her for more information:

Jim: Will the levees actually break? Why do you think that they’re in danger of failing?

Sally: Remember Hurricane Katrina in 2005? The levees failed then, and the city was almost ruined. It’s
right there in the newspaper story: many of the levees have been rebuilt or reinforced since Katrina, but
the government is way behind and there are a lot of levees that are just like the ones that failed after
Katrina. And even the ones that have been rebuilt will not protect against the worst storm surges.

When Jim asks what makes Sally believe that the levees are in danger of failing, she must respond with facts. For
her factual evidence, Sally points to a real, historical event as a precedent, and she cites facts she found in a
reliable newspaper. In an academic argument, you’ll also need to give evidence that your ideas are based on
real-world facts. These facts can take the form of quotations, events, statistics, dates, or other data that you found
in a reliable source, but they must be something that your readers accept as true in order for your readers to see
them as evidence. Taken together, your claim, reasons, and evidence make up the core of your argument. While



your claims, reasons, and evidence do answer your readers’ questions, they are also mostly about you, what you
think and why. Your argument may be complete with just these three parts, but to fully address your readers’
concerns, you also need to address what they think and why.

Question #4—“What about this other idea, fact, or conclusion? Or: What if I think about
this topic differently than you do?”

You can expect that for any serious claim about a significant problem, there will be some readers who don’t see
things the way you do. They may take a different approach to the problem; they may want to consider different
evidence; or they may even think that your reasons and evidence point to a different conclusion. If so, you have to
anticipate that they will ask, “What about my way of thinking about this?” In order for your argument to be the
most effective, you have to address these objections, counterarguments, varying perspectives, and so on. The
best way to do this is to acknowledgeacknowledge your readers’ possible alternative positions and then respondrespond to them. Here,
Jim raises a question based on a fact that he thinks Sally has not fully considered:

Jim: Sure, the Katrina flood was a disaster. But this new hurricane is not as strong as Katrina. It poses
much less danger. And evacuation is expensive.

Sally: That’s true; the hurricane is weaker than Katrina now. But hurricanes often get stronger as they
approach land, and you can’t wait until the last minute to evacuate—people will just get stuck out on the
roads. So I think that everyone should evacuate even if it is expensive and at the moment seems that it
may not be necessary. Better safe than sorry.

Sally acknowledges that Jim has a point: the current danger may in fact be less than that posed by Katrina. But
she responds with more facts: hurricanes can get stronger and evacuation takes time, so that it will be too late to
evacuate if the hurricane intensifies as it approaches land. She then restates her claim: people should evacuate.

Question #5—“Why should I accept that your reasons support your claim?”

This last question forces us to consider the logical assumptions on which we base our arguments. Many
arguments never address these assumptions because writers assume that their readers will reason as they do.
So we rarely see the answer to the fifth question, a statement of a general principle of reasoning or warrantwarrant. But if
you think your readers may not share your general principles, you should state them in your argument. In Sally’s
response to Jim’s point about balancing the risk of flooding against the cost of evacuation, we see that they are
following different principles:

Jim: I don’t know. Being too safe may not be smart. I’m not sure that the risk of flooding is enough to
force an evacuation.

Sally: Well, I believe that no cost is too high to save lives. So whenever we can anticipate a reasonable
possibility that lives will be endangered, we should be willing to accept a reasonable cost to avoid the
loss of life. Even though the hurricane may not cause flooding, there is enough chance that it will. The
cost of an evacuation is not too high a price to pay to save lives.



Jim may still not accept Sally’s principle: he may think that
the costs are too high. But what is important is that he can
now see the complete basis of Sally’s argument: he
knows her claim, her reasons, her evidence, how she
responds to his alternative views, and what principle she
applies to connect her reasons to her claim. Applying
these five questions to your own argument – and creating
a hypothetical conversation in this way – may help you
prewrite and develop support for an essay analyzing an
issue and creating a logical argument.

Other ways of developing support include:

• listing pros and cons related to the issue
• identifying the information you’d need to

“convince a jury” of the validity of your argument
• applying basic logic concepts (determining your audience’s values, ethos-pathos-logos)
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DRAFTING A LOGICAL ARGUMENT

The following four videos provide useful information on drafting logical arguments.

The keys to developing a strong logical argument are the claim (the thesis), the type and quality of the support,
and the relationship among the claim and support. The following video discusses elements of logical argument
that need to be considered as you draft an argument.

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/MPgJCMd9a6k?feature=oembed

The following video discusses key pieces in a logical argument, including your claim, key objections to your claim,
and your refutation of those objections.

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/tAmgEa1B1vI?feature=oembed

This video will help you develop and write your argument: Building Your Argument

This video will help you conclude your argument effectively: Writing Your Conclusion
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REVISING A LOGICAL ARGUMENT

For a logical argument, in addition to applying the usual
essay revision processes, you’ll need to evaluate your
logical argument draft for the quality of your evidence, and
the logic of your reasoning. You don’t, for example, want to
make the claim that elementary schools should institute
honors programs based mostly on the evidence of your
neighbor, whose child benefited from a special program
while in elementary school. However, evaluating your draft
for the quality of your evidence and logic of your reasoning
is often difficult to do (because, of course, your argument will
make sense to you!).

The best way to evaluate your draft as preparation for
revising is to set it aside for a while and then come back to
it, trying to apply a new reader’s perspective.

Identifying and Evaluating Claims

Identify your overall claim – your thesis – in the argument. Then evaluate it by asking and answering the following
questions:

• Am I making a claim or assertion about an actual issue – something about which there are two (or more)
ways of thinking?

• Am I making a claim that is supportable by evidence?
• Does my claim (thesis) have a clear topic and angle or assertion?

Evaluating Support

Use the STAR method to Assess Appeals to
Logic

Mapping or diagramming arguments in your draft may
help you judge whether an appeal is adequately
supported. Applying the STAR Criteria—SSufficiency,
TTypicality, AAccuracy, and RRelevance—is one such
technique for assessing whether an argument has
sufficient depth and clarity.



MeasureMeasure QuestionQuestion Examples & NotesExamples & Notes

SSufficiency

Is there
enough evidence
cited to support
the conclusion?

Generally, only “strongly” and not “weakly” supported conclusions should be
accepted. The more controversial a claim is, the more evidence authors
should provide before expecting an audience to accept it. If the evidence is
not sufficient, the author may need to modify or qualify the claim, by stating
that something is true ‘sometimes’ rather than ‘always’.

TTypicality

Is the cited
evidence typical
or
representative?

If an author makes a claim about a whole group but the evidence is based
on a small or biased sample of that group, the evidence is not “typical.”
Similar problems stem from relying just on personal experiences (anecdotal
evidence) and from “cherry picking” data by citing only the parts that support
a conclusion while ignoring parts that might challenge it.

AAccuracy

Is the cited
evidence up to
date and
accurate?

Authors using polls, studies and statistics must ask whether the data were
produced in a biased way and also ask whether the sample was large and
representative of its target population so that results were outside the
“margin of error.” (Margin of errorMargin of error: If a sample is too small or not well chosen,
results may be meaningless because they may represent random variation.)

RRelevance

Is the cited
evidence directly
relevant to the
claim(s) it is
being used to
support?

An author may supply lots of evidence, but the evidence may support
something different from what the person is actually claiming. If the evidence
is not relevant to the claim, the author may need to modify or qualify the
claim—or even to acknowledge that the claim is indefensible.

Also, as you revise, evaluate your draft for common logical fallacies, or errors in logic that need to be addressed
and eliminated or corrected.
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LOGICAL FALLACIES DEFINITION

As you rewrite, review, and revise your logical argument, be aware of logical fallacies, or common errors in
thinking that can weaken a logical argument.

Fallacies are errors or tricks of reasoning. We call a fallacy an error of reasoning if it occurs accidentally; we call it
a trick of reasoning if a speaker or writer uses it in order to deceive or manipulate his audience. Fallacies can be
either formal or informal.
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Most formal fallacies are errors of logic: the conclusion doesn’t really
follow from, or is not supported by, the premises. Either the premises are
untrue or the argument is invalid. For example, the following argument
contains an error in assuming that one thing and only that one thing
causes a particular outcome: “Nora feeds Johnny eggplant every day, and
Johnny is really healthy; therefore, we should feed our Sally more
eggplant.” While it may be true that eggplant is a healthy food, Johnny’s
eggplant consumption is assuredly not the only factor contributing to his
health. Formal fallacies are created when the relationship between
premises and conclusion does not hold up or when premises are unsound.

Informal fallacies take many forms and are widespread in everyday
discourse. Very often they involve bringing irrelevant information into an
argument, or are based on assumptions that, when examined, prove to be
incorrect. For example, the following statement plays inaccurately to
authority by assuming that one person only knows best, without bringing

facts, multiple informed expert opinions, or relevant research into the argument: “Our governor supports a single-
payer health care system for the state, so we should, too.” While the governor may have information about health
care that the average citizen does not have access to, just the fact that the governor supports a particular cause
is not a reason to agree. Informal fallacies often result from the misuse of language and/or evidence.

Whether a fallacy is an error or a trick, whether it is formal or informal, its use undercuts the validity and
soundness of any argument. For example, if someone defines a key term in her argument in an ambiguous,
vague, or circular way, her argument will appear very weak to a critical audience.

In addition, when listeners or readers spot questionable reasoning or unfair attempts at audience manipulation,
more than their evaluation of the author’s argument (logos) may be compromised. Their evaluation of the
credibility of the speaker (ethos), and perhaps their ability to connect with that speaker on the level of shared
values (pathos), also may be compromised. At the very least, the presence of fallacies will suggest to an
audience that the speaker or writer lacks argumentative skill.
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Some of the questions you can ask yourself as you evaluate an author’s ethos may include the following:

• Has the writer or speaker cited her sources or in some way made it possible for the audience to
access further information on the issue?

• Does she demonstrate familiarity with different opinions and perspectives?
• Does she provide complete and accurate information about the issue?
• Does she use the evidence fairly? Does she avoid selective use of evidence or other types of

manipulation of data?
• Does she speak respectfully about people who may have opinions and perspectives different from her

own?
• Does she use unbiased language?
• Does she avoid excessive reliance on emotional appeals?
• Does she accurately convey the positions of people with whom she disagrees?
• Does she acknowledge that an issue may be complex or multifaceted?

EVALUATING AN ARGUMENT FOR LOGICAL
FALLACIES

One way to go about evaluating an argument for fallacies
is to return to the concept of the three types of support for
claims: ethos, logos, and pathos.

As a quick reminder,

• Ethos is an argument that appeals to ethics,
authority, and/or credibility.

• Logos is an argument that appeals to logic.
• Pathos is an argument that appeals to emotion.

Classifying fallacies as fallacies of ethos, logos, or pathos
will help you both to understand their nature and to
recognize them when you encounter them. Please keep in
mind, however, that some fallacies may fit into multiple
categories.

• Fallacies of ethos relate to credibility. These fallacies may unfairly build up the credibility of the author (or
his allies) or unfairly attack the credibility of the author’s opponent (or her allies).

• Fallacies of logos give an unfair advantage to the claims of the speaker or writer or an unfair
disadvantage to his opponent’s claims.

• Fallacies of pathos rely excessively upon emotional appeals, attaching positive associations to the
author’s argument and negative ones to his opponent’s position.

Evaluating an Appeal to Ethos

When you evaluate an appeal to ethos, you examine how successfully a speaker or writer establishes authority or
credibility with her intended audience. You are asking yourself what elements of the essay or speech would cause
an audience to feel that the author is (or is not) trustworthy and credible.

A good speaker or writer leads the audience to feel comfortable with her knowledge of a topic. The audience sees
her as someone worth listening to—a clear or insightful thinker, or at least someone who is well-informed and
genuinely interested in the topic.



• Does her education or experience give her credibility as someone who should be listened to on this
issue?

FALLACIES THAT MISUSE APPEALS TO ETHOSFALLACIES THAT MISUSE APPEALS TO ETHOS

Ad hominemAd hominem: attacking the person making an argument rather than the argument itself.

Example: “Of course that doctor advocates vaccination—he probably owns stock in a pharmaceutical
company.”

False authorityFalse authority: relying on claims of expertise when the claimed expert (a) lacks adequate background/
credentials in the relevant field, (b) departs in major ways from the consensus in the field, or (c) is biased, e.g.,
has a financial stake in the outcome.

Example: “Dr. X is an engineer, and he doesn’t believe in global warming.”

Guilt by associationGuilt by association: linking the person making an argument to an unpopular person or group.

Example: “My opponent is a card-carrying member of the ACLU.”

Poisoning the well:Poisoning the well: undermining an opponent’s credibility before he or she gets a chance to speak.

Example: “The prosecution is going to bring up a series or so-called experts who are getting a lot of money
to testify here today.”

Transfer fallacyTransfer fallacy: associating the argument with someone or something popular or respected; hoping that the
positive associations will “rub off” onto the argument.

Examples: In politics, decorating a stage with red, white, and blue flags and bunting; in advertising, using
pleasant or wholesome settings as the backdrop for print or video ads.

Name-callingName-calling: labeling an opponent with words that have negative connotations in an effort to undermine the
opponent’s credibility.

Example: “These rabble-rousers are nothing but feminazis.”

Some of the above questions may strike you as relevant to an evaluation of logos as well as ethos—questions
about the completeness and accuracy of information and whether it is used fairly. In fact, illogical thinking and the
misuse of evidence may lead an audience to draw conclusions not only about the person making the argument
but also about the logic of an argument.

Recognizing a Manipulative Appeal to Ethos

In a perfect world, everyone would tell the truth and we could depend upon the credibility of speakers and
authors. Unfortunately, that is not always the case. You would expect that news reporters would be objective and
tell new stories based upon the facts. Janet Cooke, Stephen Glass, Jayson Blair, and Brian Williams all lost their
jobs for plagiarizing or fabricating parts of their news stories. Janet Cooke’s Pulitzer Prize was revoked after it
was discovered that she made up “Jimmy,” an eight-year old heroin addict (Prince, 2010). Brian Williams was
fired as anchor of the NBC Nightly News for exaggerating his role in the Iraq War.

Others have become infamous for claiming academic degrees that they didn’t earn as in the case of Marilee
Jones. At the time of discovery, she was Dean of Admissions at Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT).
After 28 years of employment, it was determined that she never graduated from college (Lewin, 2007). However,
on her website (http://www.marileejones.com) she is still promoting herself as “a sought after speaker, consultant
and author” (para. 1) and “one of the nation’s most experienced College Admissions Deans” (para. 2).

Beyond lying about their own credentials, authors may employ a number of tricks or fallacies to lure you to their
point of view. Some of the more common techniques are described below. When you recognize these fallacies
being committed you should question the credibility of the speaker and the legitimacy of the argument. If you use
these when making your own arguments, be aware that they may undermine or destroy your credibility.

http://www.marileejones.com/


Plain folkPlain folk: presenting yourself as (or associating your position with) ordinary people with whom you hope your
audience will identify; arguers imply that they or their supporters are trustworthy because they are ‘common
people’ rather than members of the elite.

Example: “Who would you vote for—someone raised in a working-class neighborhood who has the
support of Joe the Plumber or some elitist whose daddy sent him to a fancy school?”

Testimonial fallacyTestimonial fallacy: inserting an endorsement of the argument by someone who is popular or respected but
who lacks expertise or authority in the area under discussion.

Example: “I’m not a doctor, but I play one on TV”—a famous example of a celebrity endorsement for a
cough syrup (Deis, 2011, n.p.).





FALLACIES THAT MISUSE APPEALS TOFALLACIES THAT MISUSE APPEALS TO LOGOSLOGOS

Hasty generalization:Hasty generalization: jumping to conclusions based upon an unrepresentative sample or insufficient evidence.

Example: “10 of the last 14 National Spelling Bee Champions have been Indian American. Indian
Americans must all be great spellers!”

Appeal to ignorance—true believer’s form:Appeal to ignorance—true believer’s form: arguing along the lines that if an opponent can’t prove
something isn’t the case, then it is reasonable to believe that it is the case; transfers the burden of proof away
from the person making the claim (the proponent).

Example: “You can’t prove that extraterrestrials haven’t visited earth, so it is reasonable to believe that
they have visited earth.”

Appeal to ignorance—skeptic’s form:Appeal to ignorance—skeptic’s form: confusing absence of evidence with evidence of absence; assumes that if
you cannot now prove something exists, then it is shown that it doesn’t exist.

Example: “There’s no proof that starting classes later in the day will improve the performance of our high
school students; therefore, this change in schedule will not work.”

Begging the question:Begging the question: circular argument because the premise is the same as the claim that you are trying to
prove.

Example: “This legislation is sinful because it is the wrong thing to do.”

False dilemma:False dilemma: misuse of the either/or argument; presenting only two options when other choices exist

Example: “Either we pass this ordinance or there will be rioting in the streets.”

Post hoc ergo propter hoc:Post hoc ergo propter hoc: Latin phrase meaning “after this, therefore because of this”; confuses correlation
with causation by concluding that an event preceding a second event must be the cause of that second event.

The most general structure of this argument runs something like the following: Person A claims that Person A is a respected

scientist or other authority; therefore, the claim they make is true.

Evaluating an Appeal to Logos

When you evaluate an appeal to logos, you consider how logical the argument is and how well-supported it is in
terms of evidence. You are asking yourself what elements of the essay or speech would cause an audience to
believe that the argument is (or is not) logical and supported by appropriate evidence.

To evaluate whether the evidence is appropriate, apply the STARSTAR criteria: how SSufficient, TTypical, AAccurate,
and RRelevant is the evidence?

Recognizing a Manipulative Appeal to Logos

Diagramming the argument – identifying the main claim and the main supporting points or premises – can help
you determine if an appeal to logos is manipulative. Write out the main, overall, claim or conclusion. Then identify
the supporting claims or premises. Are the premises true? Does the conclusion follow logically from the
premises? Is there sufficient, typical, accurate, and relevant evidence to support the reasoning? Is the speaker or
author attempting to divert your attention from the real issues? These are some of the elements you might
consider while evaluating an argument for the use of logos.

Pay particular attention to numbers, statistics, findings, and quotes used to support an argument. Be critical of the
source and do your own investigation of the “facts.” Maybe you’ve heard or read that half of all marriages in
America will end in divorce. It is so often discussed that we assume it must be true. Careful research will show
that the original marriage study was flawed, and divorce rates in America have steadily declined since 1985
(Peck, 1993). If there is no scientific evidence, why do we continue to believe it? Part of the reason might be that
it supports our idea of the dissolution of the American family.

Fallacies that misuse appeals to logos or attempt to manipulate the logic of an argument are discussed below.



Example: “My child was diagnosed with autism after receiving vaccinations. That is proof that vaccines are
to blame.”

Non-sequitur:Non-sequitur: Latin for “does not follow”; the conclusion cannot be inferred from the premises because there is
a break in the logical connection between a claim and the premises that are meant to support it, either because
a premise is untrue (or missing) or because the relationship between premises does not support the deduction
stated in the claim.

Example (untrue premise):“If she is a Radford student, she is a member of a sorority. She is a Radford
student. Therefore she is a member of a sorority.”

Smoke screenSmoke screen: avoiding the real issue or a tough question by introducing an unrelated topic as a distraction;
sometimes called a red herringred herring.

Example: “My opponent says I am weak on crime, but I have been one of the most reliable participants in
city council meetings.”

Straw man:Straw man: pretending to criticize an opponent’s position but actually misrepresenting his or her view as simpler
and/or more extreme than it is and therefore easier to refute than the original or actual position; unfairly
undermines credibility of claim if not source of claim.

Example: “Senator Smith says we should cut back the Defense budget. His position is that we should let
down our defenses and just trust our enemies not to attack us!”



The red herring is as much a debate tactic as it is a logical fallacy. It is a fallacy of distraction, and is committed when a listener

attempts to divert an arguer from his argument by introducing another topic. This can be one of the most frustrating, and effective,

fallacies to observe.The fallacy gets its name from fox hunting, specifically from the practice of using smoked herrings, which are

red, to distract hounds from the scent of their quarry. Just as a hound may be prevented from catching a fox by distracting it with a

red herring, so an arguer may be prevented from proving his point by distracting him with a tangential issue.

Evaluating an Appeal to Pathos

People may be uninterested in an issue unless they can find a personal connection to it, so a communicator may
try to connect to her audience by evoking emotions or by suggesting that author and audience share attitudes,
beliefs, and values—in other words, by making an appeal to pathos. Even in formal writing, such as academic
books or journals, an author often will try to present an issue in such a way as to connect to the feelings or
attitudes of his audience.

When you evaluate pathos, you are asking whether a speech or essay arouses the audience’s interest and
sympathy. You are looking for the elements of the essay or speech that might cause the audience to feel (or not
feel) an emotional connection to the content.

An author may use an audience’s attitudes, beliefs, or values as a kind of foundation for his argument—a layer
that the writer knows is already in place at the outset of the argument. So one of the questions you can ask
yourself as you evaluate an author’s use of pathos is whether there are points at which the writer or speaker



FALLACIES THAT MISUSE APPEALS TOFALLACIES THAT MISUSE APPEALS TO PATHOSPATHOS

Appeal to fear:Appeal to fear: using scare tactics; emphasizing threats or exaggerating possible dangers.

Example: “Without this additional insurance, you could find yourself broke and homeless.”

Appeal to guiltAppeal to guilt and appeal to pityappeal to pity: trying to evoke an emotional reaction that will cause the audience to behave
sympathetically even if it means disregarding the issue at hand.

Example: “I know I missed assignments, but if you fail me, I will lose my financial aid and have to drop
out.”

Appeal to popularity (bandwagon):Appeal to popularity (bandwagon): urging audience to follow a course of action because “everyone does it.”

Example: “Nine out of ten shoppers have switched to Blindingly-Bright-Smile Toothpaste.”

Slippery Slope:Slippery Slope: making an unsupported or inadequately supported claim that “One thing inevitably leads to
another.” This may be considered a fallacy of logos as well as pathos but is placed in this section because it
often is used to evoke the emotion of fear.

Example: “We can’t legalize marijuana; if we do, then the next thing you know people will be strung out on
heroin.”

Appeal to the people:Appeal to the people: also called stirring symbolsstirring symbols fallacy; the communicator distracts the readers or listeners
with symbols that are very meaningful to them, with strong associations or connotations.

Example: This fallacy is referred to in the sentence “That politician always wraps himself in the flag.”

Appeal to tradition:Appeal to tradition: people have been done it a certain way for a long time; assumes that what has been
customary in past is correct and proper.

Example: “A boy always serves as student-body president; a girl always serves as secretary.”

Loaded-Language and other emotionally charged uses of language:Loaded-Language and other emotionally charged uses of language: using slanted or biased language,
including God terms, devil terms, euphemisms, and dysphemisms.

Example: In the sentence “Cutting access to food stamps would encourage personal responsibility,” the
god term is “personal responsibility.” It might seem as if it would be hard to argue against “personal
responsibility” or related god terms such as “independence” and “self-reliance.” However, it would require

makes statements assuming that the audience shares his feelings or attitudes. For example, in an argument
about the First Amendment, does the author write as if he takes it for granted that his audience is religious?

Recognizing a Manipulative Appeal to Pathos

Up to a certain point, an appeal to pathos can be a legitimate part of an argument. For example, a writer or

speaker may begin with an anecdote showing the effect of a law on an individual. This anecdote will be a means

of gaining an audience’s attention for an argument in which she uses evidence and reason to present her full case

as to why the law should/should not be repealed or amended. In such a context, engaging the emotions, values,

or beliefs of the audience is a legitimate tool whose effective use should lead you to give the author high marks.

An appropriate appeal to pathos is different than trying to unfairly play upon the audience’s feelings and emotions
through fallacious, misleading, or excessively emotional appeals. Such a manipulative use of pathos may alienate
the audience or cause them to “tune out”. An example would be the American Society for the Prevention of
Cruelty to Animals (ASPCA) commercials featuring the song “In the Arms on an Angel” and footage of abused
animals. Even Sarah McLachlan, the singer and spokesperson featured in the commercials, admits that she
changes the channel because they are too depressing (Brekke, 2014).

Even if an appeal to pathos is not manipulative, such an appeal should complement rather than replace reason
and evidence-based argument. In addition to making use of pathos, the author must establish her credibility
(ethos) and must supply reasons and evidence (logos) in support of her position. An author who essentially
replaces logos and ethos with pathos alone should be given low marks.

See below for the most common fallacies that misuse appeals to pathos.



a definition of “personal responsibility,” combined with evidence from studies of people’s behavior in the
face of food stamp or other benefit reductions, to argue that cutting access to food stamps would lead to
the intended results.

Here is an example of a common logical fallacy known as the ad hominem argument, which is Latin for “argument against the

person” or “argument toward the person.” Basically, an ad hominem argument goes like this: Person 1 makes claim X. There is

something objectionable about Person 1. Therefore claim X is false.

Conclusion

Fallacies can crop up whenever definitions, inferences, and facts are at issue. Once we become familiar with
fallacies we may start to see them everywhere. That can be good and bad. Since persuasion is ever-present, it is
good to be on guard against various hidden persuaders. But whether a persuasive strategy is considered
fallacious may be dependent on context. For example, we expect advertisements, political speeches, and
editorials on public policy or ethical issues to try to sway us emotionally.

However, as a writer of logical argument, your task is to evaluate your draft in order to identify and eliminate
inappropriate logical fallacies, which often try to argue through emotional means, personal attack, or inappropriate
evidence and conclusions. Your purpose, as a writer of logical argument, is to get your reader to see the value in
what you’re asserting, to get that person to say “I understand and accept the validity of your point of view,” even
though he may still not agree.
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RESEARCH WRITING

In this section you will look more closely at the purpose for, and the processes involved in, writing a research
essay.

Topics in this section:Topics in this section:

• Research Essay Definition
• Research Purpose
• How Not/To Approach a Research Essay
• The Research Process
• Developing a Research Question
• Research Essay in Process

RESEARCH ESSAY
DEFINTION

A research essay, often called a “research paper,” is simply
that—an essay that takes its support from researched
sources to back up your own observations, insights,to back up your own observations, insights,
analyses, and evaluationsanalyses, and evaluations. The phrase “to back up” is
important. It emphasizes that, as a writer, your own
observations, insights, analyses, and evaluations are still
essential to the research essay. The research simply
becomes additional evidence from recognized sources that
you use to strengthen your own thoughts.

Beginning research writers often think – erroneously – that
the more research they can put into an essay the better.
However, an essay that’s merely a series of quotations or
pieces of information from sources strung together lacks the
essential element of essay writing, your own thoughts and

insights. Always keep in mind that, while research is important in providing supporting evidence for your thesis,
you still need your own thesis and your own ideas throughout any research essay.

Key to writing a research essay is the ability to find and use information from sources to support your thesis idea
and your own observations.

• Choose sources that directly address the issue. Use sources that deal not just with the topic of your
thesis, but with the angle (e.g., a general book on the history of computer use in college may not yield
useful information to support a thesis on the benefits of online learning for adult students).

• Choose valid, reliable sources, with the following characteristics: sources are written by acknowledged
experts in the field, sources include citations of their own sources of information, sources are published
in journals whose contents undergo a review process, etc. (e.g., John Doe’s website on his own
experiences as an adult student may not yield reliable information to support a thesis on the design of
online courses to support different learning styles).

https://courses.lumenlearning.com/suny-esc-wm-englishcomposition1/chapter/research-essay-defintion/5797565681_6b3321c45e_z/
https://courses.lumenlearning.com/suny-esc-wm-englishcomposition1/chapter/research-essay-defintion/5797565681_6b3321c45e_z/


• Remember to incorporate source information with your own ideas and analyses (e.g., a research essay
includes your own thoughts and analyses throughout the essay, not just in the introduction and
conclusion).

• Appropriately use different methods of offering source information: summary, paraphrase, direct
quotation (only when the information is written so well that rewriting it would not make sense).

Again, a research essay is an essay with your own thesis, angle, ideas, and support, but with the added layer of
valid researched support which adds to the evidence supporting your thesis. A research essay is notnot simply a
series of direct quotations strung together to create the body of the essay.
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RESEARCH PURPOSE

Many of us have experienced research writing projects as a way to “prove” what we already believe. An essay
assignment may ask us to take a position on a matter, and then support that position with evidence found in
research. You will likely encounter projects like this in several classes in college.

If you enter a research project with a thesis in hand (you already know what you believe!), it’s very tempting to
look for and use only those sources that agree with you and to discard or overlook the others. If you’re lucky,
you’ll find enough such sources to construct an essay. Ask yourself the following question, though: what have you
found out or investigated during your research? Have you discovered new theories, opinions, or aspects of your
subject? Did anything surprise you, intrigue you, or make you look further? If you answered “no” to these
questions, you did not fulfill the purpose of true research, which is to explore, discover, and investigate.

The purpose of research is not to look for proofs that fit
your pre-existing theories, but to learn about the subject of
the investigation as much as possible and then form or
add to those theories, opinions, and arguments on the
basis of this newly found knowledge and understanding.

So, should you begin every research project as a
disinterested individual without opinions, ideas, and
beliefs? Of course not! There is nothing wrong about
having opinions, ideas, and beliefs about your subject
before beginning the research process. Good researchers
and writers are passionate about their work and want to
share their passion with the world. Moreover, pre-existing
knowledge can be a powerful research-starter. But what
separates a true researcher from someone who simply
looks for “proofs” for a pre-fabricated thesis is that a true

researcher is willing to question those pre-existing beliefs and to take his or her understanding of the research
topic well beyond what was known at the outset. Speaking in terms of the writing process, a good researcher and
writer is willing to create new meaning, a new understanding of the subject through research and writing, based
on the ideas and beliefs that he or she had entering the research project.
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HOW NOT/TO APPROACH A RESEARCH ESSAY

How Not to Approach a Research Essay

You know you have to do research. You can choose your
own topic, and you decide you’re interested in finding out
more about juvenile diabetes, since your niece was just
diagnosed with this disease. You go online to Wikipedia
and to many other sources, read a lot about juvenile
diabetes, and after a couple hours’ worth of reading, you
feel that you know quite a bit about the condition. The
information you learned falls into four main categories:
causes, effects, treatments, and supports for patients. So
you decide you have enough for a research essay and
start developing a unit of support for each category based
on what you remember from the sources, until you have a
5-page essay drafted. You list all of your sources that you
read at the end of the essay, even though you may or may
not have used some of their concepts in the essay. You
then add a title: Juvenile Diabetes.

What’s wrong with this approach? A number of major things:

• No thesis with an angle or assertion about the topic; you’ve written broadly about a topic, including
information about causes, effects, treatments, and supports for patients. You’ve provided a lot of
information, but have not offered your own focused insight or argument about that topic. The essay has a
very wide range of information and little to none of your own thoughts. A more fruitful approach might
have been to focus more in depth on one of the categories of information, and to create a thesis with an
angle offering an assertion about that focused topic.

• No careful citation within the draft of the essay of which specific information came from which source.
• No care at the end of the essay to list only those sources whose information you actually used in the

essay.
• No evaluation of sources’ quality – you just used whatever you found.

Just from this short example, you get the idea that research writing requires a careful approach to ensure that you
have a thesis with an angle or assertion, that the thesis is not too broad or too narrow, that you are precise in your
use of sources, and that you evaluate the quality of the information that you find to determine whether to use it in
your essay.

It’s absolutely o.k. to do wide-ranging research and reading as a preliminary step in doing research. But just note
that this is definitely a preliminary step, simply to gather more information so that you can create your own
argument or insight.
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How To Approach a Research Essay

It’s important to keep in mind that research writing does not simply involve linking a series of quotations or pieces
of source information together.

So approach a research essay planfully, as you would approach writing a logical argument essay offering your
insight into an issue. It’s useful if you can draft a working thesis and jot down some of your own supporting ideas
first, so that you can do more focused research.

If you’re writing a research essay on an assigned topic,
and don’t have any insight into or knowledge about that
topic, then you may want to do some general research
first, so that you can develop your own ideas in order to
create a working thesis. Or if you’ve chosen a topic that
you have some ideas about, then preliminary research is
still useful to make sure that you have a topic that you can
actually research, one for which there is enough
appropriate source information to help you formulate a
strong working thesis. Never confuse this preliminary
research with the more focused research you’ll need to do

to support your own ideas.

If you remember that a research essay is, first of all, an essay, and approach it as that, you will greatly help your
own research essay process.
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The research process is not a linear process in which you must complete step one before moving on to step two
or three. You don’t need to put off writing your research essay until you’ve gathered all of your sources; in fact,
you may want to start writing as soon as possible and adjust your search, thesis statement, and writing as you
continue to work through the research process. For that reason, consider the following research process as a
guideline to follow as your work through your research writing. You can (and should) revisit different steps as
many times as needed to create a finished product.

1. Decide onDecide on your topicyour topic through prewriting, or carefully consider the topic if you have had one assigned.
2. NarrowNarrow your topicyour topic in order to narrow search parameters. Think of your search in terms of an analogy.

When you go to a performance at a large auditorium, your ticket has three items on it: the section, the
row, and the seat number. You go in that specific order to pinpoint where you’re supposed to sit.
Similarly, when you decide on a topic, you often start large and must narrow the focus; you move from
general subject, to a more limited topic, to a specific focus or issue.The reader does not want a cursory
look at the topic. She wants to walk away with some newfound knowledge and deeper
understanding that supports an insight into an issue. For that, details are essential. For example,
suppose you want to explore the topic of autism. You might move from general topic to specific focus in
the following way:

◦ General topic:General topic: special needs in a classroom
◦ Limited topic:Limited topic: autistic students in a classroom setting
◦ Specific focus:Specific focus: how technology can enhance learning for autistic students

3. Do background researchDo background research, or pre-research. Begin by figuring out what you know about the topic, and then
fill in any gaps you may have on the basics by looking at more general sources. This is a place where
general Google searches, Wikipedia, or other encyclopedia-style sources will be most useful. Once you
know the basics of the topic, start investigating that basic information for potential sources of conflict.
Does there seem to be disagreement about particular aspects of the topic? For instance, if you’re looking
at a Civil War battle, are there any parts of the battle that historians seem to argue about? Perhaps some
sources point to one commander’s actions as a reason for losing the battle, and some sources point
instead to another commander’s actions as a reason his side won?

4. Create a research question.Create a research question. Once you have narrowed your topic, it’s time to generate research
questions about that topic. Create thought-provoking, open-ended questions, ones that encourage
debate. Decide which question addresses the issue that concerns you—that will be your main research
question. Secondary questions will address the who, what, when, where, why, and how of the issue. As
an example:

◦ Main research question:Main research question: Does the media stereotype women in such a way that women do not
believe they can be leaders?

◦ Secondary questions:Secondary questions: How can more women get involved in politics? Why aren’t more women
involved in politics? What role do media play in discouraging women from being involved? How
many women are involved in politics at a state or national level? How long do they typically stay
in politics, and for what reasons do they leave?

5. Review your research questionReview your research question. Make sure that your question can actually be researched. For example,
you may have heard a brief news story about a new drug that seems hopeful in the treatment of
Alzheimer’s disease, and you question whether this drug is better than existing ones. It’s an interesting
question but, given that the drug is new, you may not be able to find enough studies done to support
either side of the question. Or, you may only be able to find information in professional journals, written
for advanced medical professionals, presenting very technical information that’s beyond your
understanding. To test that your question can actually be researched, try to answer it with either a “yes”
or a “no.” If you can answer your research question with a simple “yes” or “no,” it may not yield enough
information for a research essay.

6. Next, “answer” the main research question to create a working thesis statementworking thesis statement. The thesis statement is
a single sentence that identifies the topic and your particular angle or assertion about that topic. A
working thesis performs four main functions:

◦ Narrows the subject and names the topic
◦ Makes a significant assertion about that topic
◦ Conveys the purpose of the essay
◦ Provides a preview of how the essay will be arranged (usually).

7. Draft your own support for your working thesis statementDraft your own support for your working thesis statement. Keep in mind that a research essay is not
simply confined to source information. Try to develop the basics of your essay, and identify potential
topic sentences and units of support, even before you research, if you can.

8. Determine what kinds of sources are bestDetermine what kinds of sources are best for your argument.
◦ Will you need primary or secondary sources? Where will you find the best information? Can

you find information online in databases and journal articles? Do you need newspapers?
Books? Personal interviews?



9. Find and evaluate sources/ create a bibliographyFind and evaluate sources/ create a bibliography as you gather and reference sources. Make sure you
are using credible and relevant sources that address your working thesis or research question directly.
Also consider source material that negates your own ideas and offers a counter-argument; you may
eventually decide to place some counter-arguments in your draft, so you can show that you have
considered all viewpoints. Access a variety of sources as appropriate (journal articles, books, people,
statistical data, etc.). Record key citation information for each source, making sure to link the information
with that source in your notes. It’s always a good idea to use reference management programs (e.g.,
EndNote, Zotero, etc.) so you can keep track of your research.

10. Write andWrite and revise your essay.revise your essay. Lastly, you’ll incorporate the research into your own writing and properly
cite your sources.
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DEVELOPING A RESEARCH QUESTION

In order to develop a research question, one useful
method is to develop “working questions” of all shapes
and sizes pertinent to your topic. As you can see below,
you can start with a handful of simple working questions
that will eventually lead to a viable research question.
(Note that these examples also are precursors to the
three-tiered, strongest type of thesis, as shown in the
revised research questions.)

Developing a Working Question into a Research Question

Working QuestionWorking Question Working Research QuestionWorking Research Question Revised Research QuestionRevised Research Question

Too easy to
answer; low
stakes; not specific
enough.

Higher stakes; more
specific

More complex question; higher stakes;
very specific

What do people eat in
Vietnam?

What does Vietnamese food
reflect about Vietnamese
culture?

How does Vietnamese cuisine reflect a history
of colonialism?
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Are people in the U.S.
more obese than they
used to be?

Have obesity rates in the U.S.
increased over the last 100
years?

Is there a correlation between obesity rates
and economic instability in the U.S. over the
last 100 years?

What is the role of
religion in the Middle
East?

How has religion influenced
politics in the Middle East in the
last 50 years?

How has religion’s influence on government
impacted the day-to-day lives of Qatari
citizens?

As you hone your path of inquiry, you may need to zoom in or out in terms of scope. Often, a narrower scope is
easier to work with than a broader scope. You will be able to write more and write better if your question calls for
more complex thinking.

Consider the diagram above. As you build a working knowledge of your topic (e.g., as you get a feel for the
conversation that began before you arrived at the party), you might complicate or narrow your working questions.
Remember to be flexible as you research; you might need to pivot, adjust, re-focus, or replace your research
question as you learn more. Consider this imaginary case study as an example of this process:

Jacob began his project by identifying the following areas of interest: racism in the U.S., technology in medicine
and health care, and independent film-making. After doing some prewriting and preliminary research on each, he
decided he wanted to learn more about racially motivated police violence. He developed working questions:

• Are police officers likely to make judgments about citizens based on their race?
• Have police forces instituted policies to avoid racism?
• Who is most vulnerable to police violence?
• Who is responsible for overseeing the police?

He realized that he needed to narrow his focus to develop a more viable path of inquiry, eventually ending up with
the research question:

• Over the last 30 years, what populations are most likely to experience police violence in the U.S.?



PRACTICE: RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND WORKING THESIS STATEMENTSPRACTICE: RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND WORKING THESIS STATEMENTS

1. Which of the following is the better research question?

a. How does trash pollute the environment?
b. What is the environmental impact of plastic water bottles?
c. What is the impact of bottled water on the environment?

AnswerAnswer

b. This choice is specific and searchable. “How does trash pollute the environment?” is much too vague and
broad, and “What is the impact of bottled water on the environment?” is an okay question, but it doesn’t specify
the type of bottled water.

2. Decide whether or not the following working thesis statements are goodgood or bad:bad:

a. Man has had a major impact on the environment.
b. Marijuana use in Mishawaka, Indiana has been a problem for law enforcement since

the 1970s.
c. Miley Cyrus is a horrible singer.
d. Profilers have played a necessary role in catching serial killers.

AnswerAnswer

a. Bad. This statement is way too vague and broad. What constitutes “major impact”? What aspects of the
environment are we talking about? What century are we talking about?

b. Bad. Even if it is true, it is too local and narrow to be supported with national or scholarly research. Sources
would probably be limited to local newspaper articles and personal interviews. Can you make those sources
“stretch” across a 10 page research paper? Not likely.

c. Bad, because the statement is largely an unfocused opinion. What exactly is “horrible”? How does Miley
Cyrus fall into that category? Do you think there are many books or research articles that could support this
topic? Probably not.

d. Good. Using this statement for a paper allows you to skip over the sources that do not deal with profiling, that
do not deal with the apprehension of serial killers, and that deal only with the injustices of “racial profiling.” AA
good working thesis statement saves you time and keeps you focused.good working thesis statement saves you time and keeps you focused.

However, after completing more research, Jacob discovered that his answers came quite readily and consistently:
young black men are significantly more vulnerable to become victims of police violence. He realized that he’s not
really saying anything new, so he had to tweak his path of inquiry.

Jacob did more freewriting and research to find sources that disagreed with this conclusion or added new layers
to his answers. He discovered eventually that there are a handful of police organizations that have made genuine
efforts to confront racism in their practices. These groups were working actively against racial violence. He
reoriented his research question as follows:

• Have anti-racist police trainings and strategies been effective in reducing individual or institutional racism
over the last 30 years?

Learn more about focusing a research question from the following videos.

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/1oJNO6PYZe4?feature=oembed

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/26vpgBTnlA4?feature=oembed

Now, try the practice exercise on research questions and working thesis statements.
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RESEARCH ESSAY IN PROCESS

This series of very useful videos from Excelsior College’s
OWL clearly illustrates the research writing process.
(Note that the sample uses APA citation format.)

To see all of the videos, you can either

1. Go to the first link below, The Research
Process. After viewing this, you can use the left-
hand navigation column on Excelsior College’s
site to open the other videos. Open each stage
of the writing process (using the + icon), and
you’ll see a “See it in Practice” link to each
video. OR

2. Follow each of the links below.

Make sure to view the following videos:

• The Research Process
• Narrowing & Developing
• Research Strategies
• Thesis or Focus
• Evaluating Sources
• Note-Taking
• Outlining
• Drafting & Integrating
• Revising & Editing a Research Paper
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FINDING SOURCES

In this section you will begin to consider a critical component of college writing: sources. Here you’ll look at
different strategies for finding quality sources to support your writing.

Topics in this section:Topics in this section:

• Preliminary Research Strategies
• Finding Sources
• Primary and Secondary Sources
• Scholarly Articles
• Finding Scholarly Articles in Databases
• Database Search Tips
• Additional Search Strategies

PRELIMINARY
RESEARCH STRATEGIES

This page introduces the research writing process through
the example of Marvin, a college student in an online
program. Marvin needs to connect with a
writing professor, available through the college’s student
support services, about writing a research paper. You’ll
read bits and pieces of their dialogue throughout different
sections and come to understand how the research writing
process can be compared to walking, talking, cooking,
and eating. In the following dialogue, consider the
professor’s recommendations to Marvin about how to
think more deeply about his assignment and what type of
angle to take for his paper. Just like Marvin, you should
begin your research by thinking about the importance of
your topic and what about it you find interesting. It also
helps to talk with someone about your paper, a friend,
family member, classmate, teaching assistant, librarian, or

professor.

Note that the following sections include “Marvin” dialogues:

• Preliminary Research Strategies
• Finding Sources
• Scholarly Articles
• Finding Scholarly Articles in Databases
• Evaluating Sources



GETTING STARTEDGETTING STARTED

Marvin, a college student, sits down at his computer. He connects with a writing professor, because he’s unsure
how to get started and work through his essay assignment. After setting up a chat, he begins the dialogue.

Marvin: Hi. I’m a student in the physician assistant program. The major paper for my health and environment
class is due in five weeks, and I need some advice. The professor says the paper has to be 6–8 pages, and I
have to cite and document my sources.

Prof: Congratulations on getting started early! Tell me a bit about your assignment. What’s the purpose? Who’s
it intended for?

Marvin: Well, the professor said it should talk about a health problem caused by water pollution and suggest
ways to solve it. We’ve read some articles, plus my professor gave us statistics on groundwater
contamination in different areas.

Prof: What’s been most interesting so far?

Marvin: I’m amazed at how much water pollution there is. It seems like it would be healthier to drink bottled
water, but the plastic bottles hurt the environment.

Prof: Who else might be interested in this?

Marvin: Lots of people are worried about bad water. I might even get questions about it from my clients once I
finish my program.

Prof: OK. So what information do you need to make a good recommendation?

Marvin thinks for a moment.

Marvin: I don’t know much about the health problems caused by contaminated drinking water. Whether the tap
water is safe depends on where you live, I guess. The professors talked about arsenic poisoning in
Bangladesh, but what about the water in the U.S.? For my paper, maybe I should focus on a particular
location? I also need to find out more about what companies do to make sure bottled water is pure.

Prof: Good! Now that you know what you need to learn, you can start looking for sources.

Marvin: When my professors talk about sources, they usually mean books or articles about my topic. Is that
what you mean?

Prof: Books and articles do make good sources, but you might think about sources more generally as “forms of
meaning you use to make new meaning.” It’s like your bottled water. The water exists already in some
location but is processed by the company before it goes to the consumer. Similarly, a source provides
information and knowledge that you process to produce new meaning, which other people can then use to
make their own meaning.

A bit confused, Marvin scratches his head.

Marvin: I thought I knew what a source was, but now I’m not so sure.

Prof: Think about it. Sources of meaning are literally everywhere—for example, your own observations or
experiences, the content of other people’s brains, visuals and graphics, experiment results, TV and radio
broadcasts, and written texts. And, there are many ways to make new meaning from sources. You can give
an oral presentation, design a web page, paint a picture, or, as in your case, write a paper.

Marvin: I get it. But how do I decide which sources to use for my paper?

Prof: It depends on the meaning you want to make, which is why it’s so important to figure out the purpose of
your paper and who will read it. You might think about using sources as walking, talking, cooking, and eating.
These aren’t the only possible metaphors, but they do capture some important things about using sources.

Marvin: Hey! I thought we were talking about writing!

Prof: We are, but these metaphors can shed some light on writing with sources. Let’s start with the first one:
walking. To use sources well, you first have to go where they are. What if you were writing an article on
student clubs for the school newspaper? Where would you go for information?

Marvin: I’d probably walk down to the Student Activities office and get some brochures about student clubs.
Then I’d attend a few club meetings and maybe interview the club leaders and some members about their
club activities.



Prof: OK, so you’d walk to where you could find relevant information for your article. That’s what I mean by
walking. You have to get to the sources you need.

Marvin: Wait a minute. For the article on student clubs, maybe I could save some walking. Maybe the list of
clubs and the club descriptions are on the Student Activities web page. That’d save me a trip.

Prof: Yes, the Internet has cut down on the amount of physical walking you need to do to find sources. Before
the Internet, you had to either travel to a source’s physical location, or bring that source to your location.
Think about your project on bottled water. To get information about the quality of a city’s tap water in the
1950s, you would have had to figure out who’d have that information, then call or write to request a copy or
walk to wherever the information was stored. Today, if you type “local water quality” into Google, the
Environmental Protection Agency page comes up as one of the first hits. Its home page links to water quality
reports for local areas.

Marvin pauses for a second before responding, thinking he’s found a good short cut for his paper.

To be continued. . .

FINDING SOURCESFINDING SOURCES

Marvin: So can I just use Google or Bing to find sources?

Prof: Internet search engines can help you find sources, but they aren’t always the best route to getting to a
good source. Try entering the search term “bottled water quality” into Google, without quotation marks around
the term. How many hits do you get?
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FINDING SOURCES - INITIAL SEARCHING WITH
GOOGLE SCHOLAR

Whether you start with a working thesis or a broader topic,
you will need to start researching early in the research
writing process, to determine 1) whether you have a
researchable topic/working thesis, 2) whether your topic/
working thesis is too broad or too narrow, and 3) whether
there are major differences of opinion about your topic/
working thesis.

Google or another search engine is an easy way to quickly
get an overview on your topic. Even more effective than
Google Search is Google Advanced Search , and even
better than that for academic resources is Google Scholar.
Let’s consider Marvin’s experience.
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Marvin types it in.

Marvin: 1,180,000. That’s pretty much what I get whenever I do an Internet search. Too many results.

Prof: Which is one of the drawbacks of using only Internet search engines. The Internet may have cut down on
the physical walking needed to find good sources, but it’s made up for the time savings by pointing you to
more places than you could possibly go! But there are some ways you can narrow your search to get fewer,
more focused results.

Marvin: Yeah, I know. Sometimes I add extra words in and it helps weed down the hits.

Prof: By combining search terms with certain words or symbols, you can control what the search engine looks
for. If you put more than one term into a Google search box, the search engine will only give you sites that
include both terms, since it uses the Boolean operator AND as the default for its searches. If you put OR
between two search terms, you’ll end up getting even more results, because Google will look for all websites
containing either of the terms. Using a minus sign in front of a term eliminates things you’re not interested in.
It’s the Google equivalent of the Boolean operator NOT. Try entering bottled water quality health -teeth.

Marvin types in the words, remembering suddenly that he has to make an appointment with the dentist.

Marvin: 784,000 hits.

Prof: Still a lot. You can also put quotation marks around groups of words and the search engine will look only
for sites that contain all of those words in the exact order you’ve given. And you can combine this strategy
with the other ways of limiting your search. Try “bottled water quality” (in quotation marks) health -teeth.

Marvin: 225,000. That’s a little better.

Prof: Now try adding what type of website you are looking for, maybe a .gov or an .edu. Try typing “bottled
water quality” heath -teeth site:.edu

Marvin: Wow, under 6,000 results now.

Prof: Yes, a definite improvement. Sometimes you want to be careful though not to narrow it so far that you
miss useful sources. You have to play around with your search terms to get to what you need. A bigger
problem with Internet search engines, though, is that they won’t necessarily lead you to the sources
considered most valuable for college writing.

Marvin: My professor said something about using peer-reviewed articles in scholarly journals.

Prof: Professors will often want you to use such sources. Articles in scholarly journals are written by experts;
and if a journal’s peer-reviewed, its articles have been screened by other experts (the authors’ peers) before
being published.

Marvin: So that would make peer-reviewed articles pretty reliable. Where do I find them?

Prof: Google’s got a specialized search engine, Google Scholar, that will search for scholarly articles that might
be useful. But often the best place is the college library’s bibliographic databases.

To be continued. . .

Google Scholar

Google ScholarGoogle Scholar at scholar.google.com is Google’s academic search engine that searches across scholarly
literature. It has extensive coverage, retrieving information from academic publishers, professional
organizations, university repositories, professional websites, and government websites.

The benefits of searching within Google Scholar are numerous, but a search solely using Google Scholar will not
be sufficient for your research, because non-scholarly and/or non-peer reviewed material may also appear in
Google Scholar. You will also need to use library databases to research a topic/working thesis fully. Both Google
Scholar and library databases have their own benefits.

Google Scholar accesses more government resources than available in library databases, as well as case law.
One of the greatest features of Google Scholar is the “Cited by” link found below each search result. If you find
one article you like, you can click on the link to find other articles that reference that same work.

Library databases allow you to limit your search to full-text, peer-reviewed, scholarly articles and to specify more
information fields (subject headings, abstract, author, etc.) where you want your search terms found.

http://scholar.google.com


GOOGLE SCHOLAR SEARCH RESULTSGOOGLE SCHOLAR SEARCH RESULTS

Click on the links below to see how search results vary when using different search parameters.

• caffeine health: A simple Google Scholar search for caffeine and health.

• caffeine health coffee OR “green tea” OR “black tea”: Results of the search listed above, where the
search specifies articles covering caffeine and health, and noting coffee, black tea, or green tea.

• caffeine health author:”RR McCusker”: A search for articles on a topic by a specific author, Rachel R.
McCusker.

• caffeine health [2012-2016]: These results have been limited to those published from 2012-2016.

View the following video for a good introduction to using Google Scholar. Note that although the video references
the University of Wisconsin, you can easily link to your own college’s library through the “settings” option in
Google Scholar.

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/bYI1eQTDSAA?feature=oembed

Click on the following examples to get a sense of how Google Scholar works. You may also want to configure
your settings to link to your own college’s library and try the search terms again, to see what’s available to you
and how it can be accessed.
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PRIMARY AND SECONDARY SOURCES

Knowing the difference between primary and secondary
sources will help you determine what types of sources you
may need to include in your research essay. In general,
primary sources are original works (original historical
documents, art works, interviews, etc.), while secondary
sources contain others’ insights and writings about those
primary works (scholar articles about historical
documents, art works, interviews, etc.).

While many scholarly sources are secondary sources, you
will sometimes be asked to find primary sources in your
research. For this reason, you should understand the

differences between primary, secondary, and tertiary sources.

• Primary sourcesPrimary sources allow researchers to get as close as possible to original ideas, events, and empirical
research as possible. Such sources may include creative works, first hand or contemporary accounts of
events, and the publication of the results of empirical observations or research. These include diaries,
interviews, speeches, photographs, etc.
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• Secondary sourcesSecondary sources analyze, review, or summarize information in primary resources or other secondary
resources. Even sources presenting facts or descriptions about events are secondary unless they are
based on direct participation or observation. These include biographies, journal articles, books, and
dissertations.

• Tertiary sourcesTertiary sources provide overviews of topics by synthesizing information gathered from other resources.
Tertiary resources often provide data in a convenient form or provide information with context by which
to interpret it. These are often grouped together with secondary sources. They include encyclopedias
and dictionaries.

Types of Sources in Various Disciplines

SubjectSubject PrimaryPrimary SecondarySecondary TertiaryTertiary

Art Painting Critical review of the painting
Encyclopedia article on

the artist

History Civil War diary Book on a Civil War battle List of battle sites

Literature Novel or poem Essay about themes in the work
Biography of the

author

Political
science

Geneva Convention Article about prisoners of war Chronology of treaties

Agriculture
Conference paper on

tobacco genetics
Review article on the current state of

tobacco research
Encyclopedia article on

tobacco

Chemistry Chemical patent Book on chemical reactions
Table of related

reactions

Physics Einstein’s diary Biography on Einstein Dictionary of relativity

Analyze your topic/working thesis to determine the types of sources that can help with support. For example, if
your topic deals with Van Gogh’s use of pale green and what it connotes in his later paintings, you will need
to couple evidence from primary sources (images of the paintings themselves) with secondary sources (other
scholars’ views, discussions, and logical arguments about the same topic). If your working thesis deals with the
benefits of regular exercise for older adults in their 70s-90s, you may couple evidence from primary sources
(uninterpreted data from research studies, interviews with older adults or experts in the field) with secondary
sources (interpretations of research studies). In some cases, you may find that your research is mostly from
secondary sources and that’s fine, depending on your topic and working thesis. Just make sure to consider,
consciously, the types of sources that can best be used to support your own ideas.

The following video provides a clear overview of primary and secondary sources.

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/pmno-Yfetd8?feature=oembed

Licensing & AttributionsLicensing & Attributions

CC licensed content, OriginalCC licensed content, Original

• Primary and Secondary Sources. Revision and adaptation of the page What Are Scholarly Articles? at https://courses.lumenlearning.com/wm-englishcomposition1/chapter/text-intermediate-research-strategies/which is
a revision and adaptation of the sources listed below. Authored byAuthored by: Susan Oaks. Provided byProvided by: Empire State College, SUNY OER Services. ProjectProject: College Writing. LicenseLicense: CC BY-NC-SA: Attribution-NonCommercial-
ShareAlike

CC licensed content, Shared previouslyCC licensed content, Shared previously

• What Are Scholarly Articles?. Provided byProvided by: Lumen Learning. ProjectProject: English Composition I. LicenseLicense: CC BY-NC-SA: Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike
• Primary, secondary, and tertiary sources. Provided byProvided by: Virginia Tech University Libraries. Located atLocated at: http://www.lib.vt.edu/help/research/primary-secondary-tertiary.html. LicenseLicense: CC BY-NC-SA: Attribution-

NonCommercial-ShareAlike
• Secondary Sources in their Natural Habitat. Authored byAuthored by: Amy Guptill. Provided byProvided by: SUNY. Located atLocated at: http://pressbooks.opensuny.org/writing-in-college-from-competence-to-excellence/chapter/4/. ProjectProject: Writing in

College. LicenseLicense: CC BY-NC-SA: Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike
• Walk, Talk, Cook, Eat: A Guide to Using Sources. Authored byAuthored by: Cynthia R. Haller. Provided byProvided by: Saylor. Located atLocated at: . ProjectProject: Writing Spaces: Readings on Writing Vol. 2. LicenseLicense: CC BY-NC-SA: Attribution-NonCommercial-

ShareAlike
• Scholarly Sources. Provided byProvided by: Boundless. Located atLocated at: https://www.boundless.com/writing/textbooks/boundless-writing-textbook/the-research-process-2/understanding-the-academic-context-of-your-topic-261/

understanding-the-academic-context-of-your-topic-34-1667. ProjectProject: Boundless Writing. LicenseLicense: CC BY-NC-SA: Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike
• image of open book. Authored byAuthored by: Hermann. Provided byProvided by: Pixabay. Located atLocated at: https://pixabay.com/en/book-open-pages-library-books-408302. LicenseLicense: CC0: No Rights Reserved

All rights reserved contentAll rights reserved content

• video Understanding Primary & Secondary Sources. Provided byProvided by: Imagine Easy Solutions. Located atLocated at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pmno-Yfetd8. LicenseLicense: Other. License TermsLicense Terms: Standard YouTube License

https://www.youtube.com/embed/pmno-Yfetd8?feature=oembed
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
http://www.lib.vt.edu/help/research/primary-secondary-tertiary.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
http://pressbooks.opensuny.org/writing-in-college-from-competence-to-excellence/chapter/4/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
https://www.boundless.com/writing/textbooks/boundless-writing-textbook/the-research-process-2/understanding-the-academic-context-of-your-topic-261/understanding-the-academic-context-of-your-topic-34-1667
https://www.boundless.com/writing/textbooks/boundless-writing-textbook/the-research-process-2/understanding-the-academic-context-of-your-topic-261/understanding-the-academic-context-of-your-topic-34-1667
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
https://pixabay.com/en/book-open-pages-library-books-408302
https://creativecommons.org/about/cc0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pmno-Yfetd8


SCHOLARLY ARTICLES

The first step in finding good resources is to know what to look for. Sites such as Google Scholar may help in
finding some scholarly articles, but you often need to find validated, peer-reviewed articles.

Scholarly and Peer-Reviewed Articles

A scholarly source is an article or book that was written by an expert in the academic field. Most are written by
researchers and subject-matter experts for publication in peer-reviewed academic journals. The terms “scholarly”
and “peer-reviewed” article are often used interchangeably, but there is a distinction.

Major search databases like ProQuest, have checkboxes to narrow search results to only peer-reviewed articles.



Scholarly articles are written by subject-matter experts, often appear in journals, and include bibliographies, but
may or may not be fully, carefully reviewed. Peer-reviewed articles, on the other hand, are subjected to
careful scrutiny and reviewed by multiple other subject-matter experts. Databases typically have a checkbox you
can click to confine your search to peer-reviewed content.





FINDING SCHOLARLYFINDING SCHOLARLY SOURCESSOURCES

Let’s revisit Marvin’s situation and see what the writing professor has to say about finding peer-reviewed
articles.

Marvin: My professor said something about using peer-reviewed articles in scholarly journals.

Prof: Professors will often want you to use such sources. Articles in scholarly journals are written by experts;
and if a journal’s peer-reviewed, its articles have been screened by other experts (the authors’ peers) before
being published.

Marvin: So that would make peer-reviewed articles pretty reliable. Where do I find them?

Prof: Google’s got a specialized search engine, Google Scholar, that will search for scholarly articles that might
be useful (www. googlescholar.com). But often the best place is the college library’s bibliographic databases.
A database is a collection of related data, usually electronic, set up for easy access to items in the collection.
Library bibliographic databases contain articles from newspapers, magazines, scholarly journals, and other
publications. They can be very large, but they’re a lot smaller than the whole Internet, and they generally
contain reliable information. The Internet, on the other hand, contains both good and bad information.

Marvin looks down at his feet.

Marvin: Sounds sort of like looking for shoes. When I was buying my running shoes, I went to a specialty
running shop instead of a regular shoe store. The specialty shop had all the brands I was looking for, and I
didn’t have to weed through sandals and dress shoes. Is that kind of like a library’s bibliographic database?

Prof: Exactly. But remember, a database search engine can only find what’s actually in the database. If you’re
looking for information on drinking water, you won’t find much in a database full of art history publications.
The library has some subject guides that can tell you the best databases to use for your topic.

Marvin: What about books? I did check out the library catalog and found a couple of good books on my topic.

Prof: Yes, don’t forget about books. You generally have to walk physically to get information that’s only in print
form, or have someone else bring it to you. Even though Google has now scanned many of the world’s books
into its database, they won’t give you access to the entire book if the book is still under copyright.

Marvin: So I’m back to real walking again.

Prof: Yes. Don’t forget to ask for help when you’re looking around for sources. Reference librarians make very
good guides; it’s their job to keep up on where various kinds of knowledge are located and help people find
that knowledge. Professors also make good guides, but they’re most familiar with where to find knowledge in
their own fields.

Marvin: I could ask my health and environment professor for help, of course, and maybe my geology and
chemistry professors. I’m guessing my music teacher would be less helpful.

Steps involved in the peer-review process.

Understanding the peer-review process gives insight as to why your instructors want you to focus on these
resources. 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 not rejected and looks appropriate and of 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. 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 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.

Because of the careful peer review process, scholarly, peer-reviewed articles are generally considered very valid
sources of information.

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/qUd_gf2ypk4?feature=oembed
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Prof: One last hint about finding sources. If you find an article or book that’s helpful for your paper, look at its
reference list. There might be some useful sources listed there.

Reading Scholarly Articles

Once you find scholarly articles appropriate to your research, here are a few tips about how to read them.

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/c3tV8g70YuU?feature=oembed
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FINDING SCHOLARLY ARTICLES IN DATABASES

Why Use Databases?

You may already be comfortable using Google Scholar and other search engines, so why take time to learn about
library databases? While they make take some getting used to initially, library databases are tailored to academic
research and can provide lots of pertinent results in a fraction of the time you’d need to find the material in a
general search engine such as standard Google. Here are some other reasons that databases are so valuable:

• You can access a lot of scholarly journal articles, and also find books, reference book articles, popular
magazine articles, and newspaper articles.

• The search capabilities of databases enable you to search for focused results.
• All material in databases is evaluated for accuracy and credibility by subject experts and publishers.
• Although databases are reviewed and updated regularly, published content from journals, magazines,

newspapers, and books is relatively stable. Most material remains in a database for a significant length
of time and can easily be retrieved again.

• Many databases include a citation tool that will automatically generate an APA or MLA style reference for
the article you select. You may still need to “tweak” this citation but these tools serve as a good starting
point for citing your articles in a particular format.

• Library database subscriptions are paid for through your library so you shouldn’t have to pay for articles.
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USING DATABASESUSING DATABASES

Take a look at Marvin’s success in researching information using a specialized database.

Prof: Let’s go back to your initial Google search for a minute. Did any Wikipedia articles come up for bottled
water?

Marvin: Yeah, and I took a quick look at one of them. But some of my professors say I shouldn’t use Wikipedia.

Prof: That’s because the quality of information in Wikipedia varies. It’s monitored by volunteer writers and
editors rather than experts, so you should double-check information you find in Wikipedia with other sources.
But Wikipedia articles are often good places to get background info and good places to connect with more
reliable sources. Did anything in the Wikipedia article seem useful for finding sources on bottled water?

Marvin clicks back to the Wikipedia site.

Marvin: It does mention that the National Resources Defense Council and the Drinking Water Research
Foundation have done some studies on the health effects of bottled water (“Bottled Water”).

Prof: So, you could go to the websites for these organizations to find out more about the studies. They might
even have links to the full reports of these studies, as well as other resources on your topic. Who else might
have something to say about the healthfulness of bottled and tap water?

Marvin: Maybe doctors and other health professionals? But I don’t know any I could ask.

Prof: You can look in the library’s subject guides or ask the librarian about databases for health professionalslibrary’s subject guides or ask the librarian about databases for health professionals.
The Cumulative Index to Nursing & Allied Health Literature (CINAHL) database is a good one. Are you
logged in to the library? Can you try that one?

Marvin logs in, finds the database, and types in “bottled water AND health.”

Marvin: Here’s an article called “Health Risks and Benefits of Bottled Water.” It’s in the journal Primary Care
Clinical Office Practice (Napier and Kodner).

Types of Databases

General databases have a little bit of everything (like a big
retail store). Examples of general databases include Google
Scholar, the library articles search, or JSTOR. These are
good starting points, but you may find they yield either too
many search results to sift through or too much irrelevant
information. If so, try a specialized database.

Specialized databases (like a boutique) contain research
more limited research to a particular subject/discipline (ex.
psychology), or format (ex. streaming video). You can do a
more focused search in specialized databases aligned to
your topic. The number of results you get will be smaller, but
the content may be more relevant. Examples of specialized
databases include PsycINFO, Political Science Complete, or
Pubmed.

Your library will probably have an “article search” or “database search” link to begin your search. When you
search article databases, your results list contains citations to a variety of information sources. Depending on the
database, you might also find citations to books or book chapters. For example, the database
PsychINFO identifies your search results as scholarly articles, books, book chapters, dissertations, etc.
Additionally, databases provide all of the information you need for your citations, should you choose to use the
source/s you find through your database search.

The following video explains the concept of databases.

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/Q2GMtIuaNzU?feature=oembed

https://www.youtube.com/embed/Q2GMtIuaNzU?feature=oembed


Prof: If that’s a peer-reviewed journal, it might be a good source for your paper.

Marvin: Here’s another one: “Socio-Demographic Features and Fluoride Technologies Contributing to Higher
Fluorosis Scores in Permanent Teeth of Canadian Children” (Maupome et al.). That one sounds pretty
technical.

Prof: And pretty narrow, too. When you start using sources written by experts, you move beyond the huge
porch of public discourse, where everyone talks about all questions on a general level, into some smaller
conversational parlors, where groups of specialists talk about more narrow questions in greater depth. You
generally find more detailed and trustworthy knowledge in these smaller parlors. But sometimes the
conversation may be too narrow for your needs and difficult to understand because it’s experts talking to
experts.

Way ahead of the professor, Marvin’s already started reading about the health risks and benefits of bottled
water.

Marvin: Here’s something confusing. The summary of this article on risks and benefits of bottled water says tap
water is fine if you’re in a location where there’s good water. Then it says that you should use bottled water if
the purity of your water source is in question. So which is better, tap or bottled?

Prof: As you read more sources, you begin to realize there’s not always a simple answer to questions. As the
CINAHL article points out, the answer depends on whether your tap water is pure enough to drink. Not
everyone agrees on the answers, either. When you’re advising your future clients (or in this case, writing your
paper), you’ll need to “listen” to what different people who talk about the healthfulness of bottled and tap
water have to say. Then you’ll be equipped to make your own recommendation.
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DATABASE SEARCH TIPS

Key Words and Synonyms

Research databases don’t search like Google. One major difference is that not all databases let you search with
everyday or “natural language” terms. Learning a few tricks and search strategies will help you find more relevant
results. You’ll want to begin by narrowing your topic idea down into a few key concepts and terms. For example, if
your essay is about the mental health of immigrants in school settings, you might search for key words such
as mental health, immigrants, and school. Next, you’ll want to think of synonyms for those words and more
precise terms so that you can try different approaches to your research. For example, mental health might also be
well-being, psychology, or mental state, or it could be a specific mental disorder such as depression, anxiety,
PTSD, or drug or alcohol abuse. Immigrants could also be refugees or migrant workers, or you could focus on a
specific group of immigrants. Similarly, school could also be written as education, academics, or more precisely
as elementary school, high school, or college. Taking a bit of time to think of synonyms is helpful. If your initial
search does not yield what you need, try again using some of the synonyms.
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Boolean Operators

Database searches also enable you to use Boolean operators to specify what you a searching for. Boolean
operators are simply words that show the connections between your search terms, in order to further refine your
search to get sources that are most relevant to your topic/working thesis. Boolean operators are andand, oror, and
notnot. You can also add in quotation marks to search for exact words or phrases.

• Use andand to narrow a search. For example, if you search for “vegetables” andand “genetically modified,” you
will only get results that include both of these search terms (as opposed to getting results that deal with
just one or the other).

• Use oror to broaden your search. For example, if you search for “vegetables” oror “genetically modified,”
you may get some results that include both, but may get other results that include articles on genetically
modified fruits, meats, and other items, for example.

• Use notnot to leave things out of your search. For example, if you search for “vegetables” notnot broccoli andand
“genetically modified,” you will get results that may include a variety of articles on genetically-modified
vegetables but will exclude articles that mention broccoli.

The picture below shows the breadth of information you would find by using the different Boolean operators; the
information you would find is colored purple.

View the following video for another good visual representation of the breadth of information you would find using
Boolean operators.

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/Yw9Djl_0vK4?feature=oembed

Limiters

Databases also have options to revise your search by using limiters, such as searching for only peer-reviewed
articles, articles within a specific timeframe, articles from a specific type of source, or articles about a
particular subject.

https://www.youtube.com/embed/Yw9Djl_0vK4?feature=oembed


Summary of Search Tips

Watch the following video, which clearly summarizes tips and shortcuts for effective database searching. Some of
the tips include:

• using the advanced search option within a database
• using Boolean operators AND or NOT to combine your keywords in a single search
• finding full-text articles
• using quotation marks around a compound term
• using the subject terms index or the thesaurus in the database to find the best search terms
• searching within a certain publication
• using the cite feature to help you create citations

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/aWqdF9L4D24?feature=oembed
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ADDITIONAL SEARCH STRATEGIES

Find Sources from Sources

Every source contains rich clues to other useful sources. It’s a treasure map that can lead you to sources you
would never find by pure searching. This skill can help you discern a conversation occurring among a set of
scholars or writers about your topic. Think of each good source as giving clues along two axes:

• Forward and backwardForward and backward in time. If you look at a source and see in its bibliography that there are fifty
references, you can do a quick scan of the titles and authors to look for other sources you might
investigate. These previously cited sources give you a rough map of how the topic has been researched
to that point. Similarly, you can look at the “cited by” feature within a database (or Google Scholar) to
look for other sources who are continuing the conversation and cited your source.

• Side to sideSide to side across the scholarly conversation. When looking at a source you like, collect key terms,
phrases, and names to find other sources that are similar. These other keywords can lead to other types
of evidence and examples that offer more coverage of your topic.
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Each source is part of a larger conversation on a subject. Looking closely at a source’s keywords, headings, methods, and terms

can help find other sources on similar topics. A source’s citations also give clues into past and future research.

Use Keywords and Similar Subjects

If you’re reading a scholarly article in a library database, you can make use of both the keywords (selected by the
author) and the subject-terms (usually determined by the database).



Look at the subject terms in your search results to find articles on similar topics.

If you’re reading a book, you have two options. First, using the book’s call number (generally found on the side or
spine of the book), find the book in the stacks. Nearby books should be on a similar subject. You can also go back
to the book’s record in the library catalog. Each book is assigned at least one library subject. Click the subject to
find other books with the same subject.



PRACTICEPRACTICE

Check out this tutorial from Hunter College Libraries to learn how to read information in a bibliography or works
cited page (look in the left-column of the screen for instructions).

A database search result can take you to other books on the same subject.

Read the Bibliography

When you have finished the article, you can give the Works Cited page a once-over in order to identify any
interesting readings that look useful.

Search by Author

Academic writers often write on the same topic and publish several books or articles about the topic. Put the
author’s name into a database or Google Scholar search and see what else s/he has published about the topic.

Keep Trying

One last tip for your research is to keep an open mind. If you are not finding good sources, don’t get discouraged.
Try a different combination of keywords, synonyms, or ask your librarian or professor for help. Keep in mind that
you don’t need a perfect source that aligns with your paper. You can take small bits of information from multiple
sources and combine them into your own argument.

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/X2VR5adTjeM?feature=oembed
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EVALUATING SOURCES

Now you will dig a bit deeper into the topic of sources. This section will focus on evaluating sources for quality and
appropriateness.

Topics in this section:Topics in this section:

• Evaluating Sources
• CRAAP Analysis
• Evaluating Websites

EVALUATING SOURCES

Critical thinking is interwoven in all steps of the research process, and one of the places you will definitely use it is
when you evaluate your sources. As you researched your sources, you may have developed a good sense of
which sources are going to be the most useful in supporting your working thesis. However, the credibility of your
research paper relates directly to your sources. Are your sources themselves valid? You need to consciously
evaluate your sources in order to make final choices about using them in your research essay.

The two main questions you should ask yourself when evaluating sources are the following:

1. Is this source suitable?
2. Is this source trustworthy?

Not every suitable source is trustworthy, and not every trustworthy source is suitable. In Marvin’s example that
follows, you’ll see that the writing professor encourages Marvin to talk to the right sources. Remember that Marvin
already learned about the importance of walking to the right places to find good sources. Now, Marvin needs to
talk with his sources in order to become a part of the conversation on his topic. To do this, he needs to find
authors who are trustworthy and knowledgeable.



FINDING TRUSTWORTHY SOURCESFINDING TRUSTWORTHY SOURCES

Marvin: If I used a university or government website on bottled water quality, readers would trust me more than
if I just used a bottled water company website?

Prof: Yes. But to dig deeper into the question of trust, let’s move on to a second metaphor: talking. Although the
metaphor of walking is useful for understanding how to find and document sources, it can give the impression
that sources are separate, inert, and neutral things, waiting to be snatched up like gold nuggets and plugged
into your writing. In reality, sources are parts of overlapping knowledge networks that connect meanings and
the people that make and use them. Knowledge networks are always in flux, since people are always making
new meaning. Let’s go back to your health and environment project. Refresh my memory. What kinds of
questions do you need answers to before you can write your paper?

Marvin: Well, I need to know if bottled water is truly healthier, like the beverage companies claim. Or would I be
just as well off drinking tap water?

Prof: To answer this question, you’ll want to find out who’s talking about these issues. As Kenneth Burke put it,
you can think of sources as voices in an ongoing conversation about the world:

Imagine that you enter a parlor. You come late. When you arrive, others have long preceded you, and they
are engaged in a heated discussion, a discussion too heated for them to pause and tell you exactly what it
is about. In fact, the discussion had already begun long before any of them got there, so that no one
present is qualified to retrace for you all the steps that had gone before. You listen for a while, until you
decide that you have caught the tenor of the argument; then you put in your oar. Someone answers; you
answer him; another comes to your defense; another aligns himself against you, to either the
embarrassment or gratification of your opponent, depending upon the quality of your ally’s assistance.
However, the discussion is interminable. The hour grows late, you must depart. And you do depart, with
the discussion still vigorously in progress. (110–111)

The authors of texts aren’t speaking aloud, of course, but they’re making written statements that others can
“listen” and “respond” to. Knowing which texts you can trust means understanding which authors you can
trust.

Marvin: How do I figure that out?

Prof: It helps to know who the authors are. What they’re saying. Where, when, and to whom they’re saying it.
And what their purposes are. Imagine the world as divided into many parlors like the one Kenneth Burke
described. You’d want to go to the parlors where people who really know something are talking about the
topics you’re interested in.

To go into more depth into questions about suitability and trustworthiness of sources, consider the following.

Determining Suitability

Your task as a researcher is to determine the appropriateness of the information your source contains, for your
particular research project. Ask this simple question: Will this source help me answer my research questions? Will
it help me learn as much as I can about my topic? Will it help me write an interesting, convincing essay for my
readers?

Suitable sources:

• contain facts/opinions that support your working thesis
• contain illustrations or data that support your working thesis
• clearly explain their information
• are/were written by a well known authority or expert
• carefully cite the sources they used

Unsuitable sources:

• may not be related to the angle in your working thesis, and may not offer any relevant, important
counter-argument

• may not contain any new information that advances your understanding of your topic



Key QuestionKey Question: When was the item of information published or produced?

• may be too narrow or too broad in coverage of your topic
• may be from very general sources and not from a scholarly journal or peer-reviewed source
• may be from a scholarly journal but be too technical or difficult for you to understand
• may be out of date
• do not cite the sources they used

Determining Trustworthiness

To determine the trustworthiness of a source, you want to ensure that a source is current, written by an expert,
accurate, and unbiased. You’ll want to consider the rhetorical context of a source, including its purpose, audience,
and focus.

As a review, view the following video, which clearly identifies a variety of questions to ask in order to evaluate
sources.

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/WC7byVybj9Y?feature=oembed
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CRAAP ANALYSIS

One excellent tool to examine both the suitability and trustworthiness of a source is the CRAAP method, which
stands for:

• CCurrency: the timeliness of the information
• RRelevance: the importance of the information for your needs
• AAuthority: the source of the information
• AAccuracy: the reliability, truthfulness, and correctness of the information
• PPurpose: the reason the information exists

The following video offers a good explanation of these points of analysis.

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/lAWhE0mj69I?feature=oembed

Currency: The Timeliness of the Information

Determining when an item of information was published or produced is an aspect of evaluating information. The
date the information was published or produced tells you how current it is or how relevant it is to the topic you are
researching. For example, if you were writing a research paper on the survival of passengers in car crashes, you
would need the most recent information on automobile crash tests, structural strength of materials, car wreck
mortality statistics, etc. If, on the other hand, you were writing a research paper on the feelings of college students

https://www.youtube.com/embed/WC7byVybj9Y?feature=oembed
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
https://courses.lumenlearning.com/wm-englishcomposition1/chapter/text-evaluating-sources/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
http://info-skills.lib.vt.edu/evaluating_info/2.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
http://www.saylor.org/site/wp-content/uploads/2013/01/writing-spaces-readings-on-writing-vol-2.pdf
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
http://lgdata.s3-website-us-east-1.amazonaws.com/docs/679/734444/Snee_2012_Research_Analysis_and_Writing.pdf
http://lgdata.s3-website-us-east-1.amazonaws.com/docs/679/734444/Snee_2012_Research_Analysis_and_Writing.pdf
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
https://pixabay.com/en/woman-book-read-library-young-2701154/
https://creativecommons.org/about/cc0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WC7byVybj9Y&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/embed/lAWhE0mj69I?feature=oembed


Key Question:Key Question: How does this source contribute to my research paper?

Key QuestionKey Question: Is the person, organization, or institution responsible for the intellectual content of the information
knowledgeable in that subject?

HINT:HINT: Be careful of opinions stated by professionals outside of their area of work expertise.

Key QuestionKey Question: How free from error is this piece of information?

about the Vietnam War during the1960s, you would need information written in the 1960s by college students
(primary sources) as well as materials written since then about college students in the 1960s (secondary
sources). Key indicators of the currency of the information are:

• date of copyright
• date of publication
• date of revision or edition
• dates of sources cited
• date of patent or trademark

Relevance: The Importance of the Information for Your Needs

When you read through your source, consider how the source will effectively support your argument and how you
can use the source in your research essay. You should also consider whether the source provides sufficient
coverage of the topic. Information sources with broad, shallow coverage mean that you need to find other sources
of information to obtain adequate details about your topic. Information sources with a very narrow focus or a
distinct bias mean that you need to find additional sources to obtain the information on other aspects of your topic.
Some questions to consider are:

• Does the information relate to my topic, research question, or angle in my working thesis?
• Who is the source’s intended audience?
• Is the information at an appropriate level (e.g., not too simple or advanced) for my needs?
• Did I look at a variety of sources before deciding to use this one?

Authority: The Source of the Information

Determining the knowledge and expertise of the author is an important aspect of evaluating the reliability of
information. Anyone can make an assertion or a statement about some thing, event, or idea, but only someone
who knows or understands what that thing, event, or idea is can make a reasonably reliable assertion about it.
Some external indications of expertise are:

• a formal academic degree in a subject area
• professional or work-related experience, e.g., businessmen, government agency personnel, sports

figures, etc. have expertise in their areas of work
• active involvement in a subject or organization by serious amateurs who spend substantial amounts of

personal time researching and studying that subject area
• organizations, agencies, institutions, corporations with active involvement or work in a particular subject

area.

Accuracy: The Reliability, Truthfulness, and Correctness of the Information



Key QuestionKey Question: Who is this information written for, and what is the author’s purpose?

Establishing the accuracy, or relative accuracy, of information is an important part of evaluating the reliability of
information. It is easier to establish the accuracy of facts than it is opinions, interpretations, or ideas. The more an
idea, opinion, or other piece of information varies from the accepted point of view on a particular topic, the harder
it is to establish its accuracy. An important aspect of accuracy is the intellectual integrity of the item:

• Are the sources appropriately cited in the text and listed in the references?
• Are quotations cited correctly and in context? Out-of-context quotations can be misleading and

sometimes completely erroneous.
• Are there exaggerations, omissions, or errors? These are difficulty to identify if you use only one source

of information, so always use several different sources of information. Analyzing what different sources
say about a topic is one way to determine exaggerations, omissions, and errors.

In addition to errors of fact and integrity, you need to watch for errors of logic. Errors of logic occur primarily in the
presentation of conclusions, opinions, interpretations, editorials, ideas, etc. Some indications that information is
accurate are:

• the same information can be found in other reliable sources
• the experiment can be replicated and returns the same results
• the documentation provided in support of the information is substantive
• the sources used for documentation are generally reliable
• the author of the information is known to have expertise on that subject
• the presentation is free from logical fallacies or errors
• quotations are “in context” so that the intended meaning of the information quoted is retained
• quotations, paraphrases, and summaries are correctly cited

Some indications that information may notnot be accurate are:

• facts cannot be verified or are contradicted in other sources
• sources used are known to be unreliable or highly biased
• bibliography of sources used is inadequate or non-existent
• quotations are taken out of context and given a different meaning
• presence of one or more logical fallacies
• authority cited is another part of the same organization

Purpose: The Reason the Information Exists

Identifying the intended audience of the information and identifying the author’s purpose are other important
aspects of evaluating information. The intended audience of an item generally determines the style of
presentation, the level of technical detail, and the depth of coverage. Determining the intended audience of a
particular piece of information will help you decide whether or not the information is too basic, too technical, too
general, or just right for your needs. The intended audience can also indicate the potential reliability of the item
because some audiences require more documentation than others. For example, items produced for scholarly or
professional audiences are generally produced by experts and go through a peer review process. Items produced
for the mass market frequently are not produced by experts and generally do not go through an evaluation
process. Some indications of the intended audience are:

• highly technical language, complex analysis, very sophisticated/technical tools can indicate a technical,
professional, or scholarly audience

• how-to information or current practices in “X” are frequently written by experts for practitioners in that
field

• substantive and serious presentations of a topic with not too much technical language are generally
written for the educated lay audience

• popular language, fairly simple presentations of a topic, with little or no analysis, can indicate a general
or popular audience

• bibliographies, especially long bibliographies, are generally compiled by and for those doing research on
that topic



THE CRAAP TESTTHE CRAAP TEST

Review the steps of the CRAAP method and practice evaluating sources in this tutorial from Eastern Michigan
University.

Be sure to complete the practice exercises at the end of the tutorial.

You should also consider the author’s purpose. Is the information intended to inform or persuade? Does the
author intend to present a bias? While it is unlikely that anything humans do is ever absolutely objective, it is
important to establish that the information you intend to use is reasonably objective, or if it is not, to establish
exactly what the point of view or bias is. There are times when information expressing a particular point of view or
bias is useful, but you must use it consciously. You must know what the point of view is and why that point of view
is important to your project.
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EVALUATING WEBSITES

When looking at any source, you should ask yourself: 1. who is writing this, and 2. why?
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When looking for sources–particularly websites–think
about whether or not they are reliable. You want your
paper to contain sources written by unbiased and
professional experts, not businessmen with
commercial interests. While CRAAP method is one
fabulous tool for assessing the credibility and
reliability of sources, there are some other things you
may want to consider when investigating a website:

Author

• Who is providing the information?
• What do you know about him/her and his/her

credentials?
• Is he/she an expert?
• Can you find out more and contact him/her?
• Search for author or publisher in search

engine. Has the author written several
publications on the topic?

• Does the author support the information with
works cited or links to other sources?

Publisher

• Is there a sponsor or affiliation?
• Who is linking to the page?
• Do they take responsibility for the content?

Bias

• Does the organization or author indicate there will be bias?
• Is the purpose of the website to inform or to spread an agenda?
• Is there an About link?
• Is the site personal, commercial, governmental, organizational, or educational? (.com, .gov, .org, .edu)
• Are there ads? Are they trying to make money?
• Why did they write the article?
• Is the site a content farm? A content farm is a site whose content has been generated by teams of low-

paid freelancers who write large amounts of text to raise the site’s search engine rankings.

Citations

• Copy and paste a sentence into Google to see if the text can be found elsewhere.
• Are there links to related sites? Are they organized?
• Are there citations or a bibliography provided?

Currency

• When was the source last updated?
• Does the source even have a date?

Design

• Is the source professional?
• Does it seem like current design?



PRACTICEPRACTICE

Try evaluating some of your favorite websites using this Website Evaluator tool from Imagine Easy Academy
http://webeval.easybib.com/

• Is the website user-friendly?
• What kinds of images are used?
• Is the navigation menu well-labeled?
• Are there spelling or grammar errors?
• Do the pages appear uncluttered?
• Are there ads or pop-ups on the page?
• Are links working?

Reproduced

• Was it reproduced? If so, from where? Type a sentence in Google to verify.
• If it was reproduced, was it done so with permission? Copyright/disclaimer included?

Keep in mind that everything is written from a particular social, cultural, and political perspective. Realize that
some publications tend to be ‘slanted’ towards a certain viewpoint. For example, the CATO Institute is known for
being libertarian, while The Nation is known to lean left. Keep these slants in mind when you are researching.
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USING SOURCES

The information in this section will help you use sources effectively and appropriately in your college writing.

Topics in this section:Topics in this section:

• Using Sources Overview
• Using Sources Ethically
• Quoting
• Paraphrasing
• Summarizing
• Practice Using Sources
• Using Sources Summary

USING SOURCES
OVERVIEW

One of the challenges of writing an essay using sources is successfully integrating your ideas with the material
from your sources. Your essay must explain what you think, or it will read like a disconnected string of facts and
quotations. However, you also need to support your ideas with research or they will seem insubstantial. How do
you strike the balance?

Balancing your own ideas with sources’ ideas involves synthesizing the information from those sources so that
you can blend multiple source ideas into your own idea structure that supports your thesis. The following video
offers information about the concept of synthesis, or blending ideas from others’ with your own in research writing.
Although the video talks about writing a “literature review,” which is a particular form of academic writing, the
concepts hold true for any type of research essay.

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/vyKAyyYbjy0?feature=oembed

One main method of synthesizing source information with your own ideas is to offer your own comments and
insights about others’ ideas that you have included from your research. Once you have analyzed the texts
involved in your research and taken notes, you must turn to the task of writing your essay. The goal is here is not
simply to summarize your findings. Critical writing requires that you communicate your analysis, synthesis, and
evaluation of those findings to your audience.

Integrating materials from sources into your own text can be tricky; if you consider the metaphor that writing a
paper and including sources is a way of facilitating a conversation about a topic, it helps to think about how this
will best work.

https://www.youtube.com/embed/vyKAyyYbjy0?feature=oembed


When you’re discussing a topic in person with one or
more people, you will find yourself referencing outside
sources: “When I was watching the news, I heard them
say that . . . I read in the newspaper that . . . John told me
that . . .” These kinds of phrases show instances of using
a source in conversation, and ways that we automatically
shape our sentences to work references to the sources
into the flow of conversation.

Think about this next time you try to work a source into a
piece of writing: if you were speaking this aloud in
conversation, how would you introduce the material to
your listeners? What information would you give them in
order to help them understand who the author is, and
why her view is worth referencing? After giving the
information, how would you then link it back to the point
you were trying to make? Just as you would do this in a conversation if you found it necessary to reference a
newspaper article or television show you saw, you also need to do this in your essays.

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/pyxR2pwqXEY?feature=oembed

As you can see, using sources involves much more than just including a series of quotations in your essay. To
avoid falling into the trap of having strings of quotations and very little else in a research essay, follow a few
simple pointers:

• Avoid using strings of long quotations. The overuse of long quotations gives the reader the impression
you cannot think for yourself.

• Use summaries and paraphrases in addition to direct quotations. To the reader, the effective use of
summaries and paraphrases indicates that you took the time to think about the meaning behind the
quote’s words.

• Make sure to comment on any information you quote, summarize, and paraphrase. Remember that your
researched information is there to support to your own ideas and logical argument in your research
essay, and that incorporating research is like creating a conversation.

• Finally, make sure to identify all of your quoted, summarized, and paraphrased information with citations,
so your reader can easily differentiate your sources’ from your own information and ideas.
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Melania Trump

USING SOURCES ETHICALLY

Parts of Melania Trump’s speech at the Republican
National Convention in July, 2016, were strikingly similar to
Michelle Obama’s speech from eight years ago. How does
this happen? Plagiarism at this level is typically the result of
carelessness, not outright theft, but it’s still just as much of
an error, no matter the underlying cause. If you don’t want
this to happen to you, then you need to be aware of
plagiarism and how to avoid it.

In 2008, here’s what Michelle Obama said, in part (most of
the highlights in these passages, which show the similar
parts, are from a Wall Street Journal article about the
plagiarism).

Like my family, they scrimped and saved so that he
could have opportunities they never had themselves. And Barack and I were raised with so many of the
same values: that you work hard for what you want in lifeyou work hard for what you want in life; that your word is your bond and you do whatthat your word is your bond and you do what
you say you’re going to do; that you treat people with dignity and respectyou say you’re going to do; that you treat people with dignity and respect, even if you don’t know them,
and even if you don’t agree with them. And Barack and I set out to build lives guided by these values,
and pass them on to the next generation. Because we want our children—and all children in thiswe want our children—and all children in this
nation—to know that the only limit to the height of your achievements is the reach of your dreams andnation—to know that the only limit to the height of your achievements is the reach of your dreams and
your willingness to work for themyour willingness to work for them.

And here’s the similar passage from Melania Trump’s speech:

From a young age, my parents impressed on me the values that you work hard for what you want inyou work hard for what you want in
lifelife, that your word is your bond and you do what you say and keep your promise, that you treat peopleyour word is your bond and you do what you say and keep your promise, that you treat people
with respectwith respect. They taught and showed me values and morals in their daily lives. That is a lesson that I
continue to pass along to our son. And we need to pass those lessons on to the many generations to
follow. Because we want our children in this nation to know that the only limit to your achievements iswe want our children in this nation to know that the only limit to your achievements is
the strength of your dreams and your willingness to work for them.the strength of your dreams and your willingness to work for them.

You can watch a video of the similar snippets from their speeches here.

How Plagiarism Often Happens

According to author Josh Bernoff, Melania’s Trump plagiarism is probably not the obvious kind of cut-and-paste
theft you might associate with cheating on a research paper, but it’s still clearly plagiarism. He imagines
that Melania Trump and her speechwriters talked about what she wanted to communicate and what’s important to
her. They probably discussed ideas, developed a theme, and researched it. They also researched past,
successful speeches from prospective first ladies. The result of that research was a bunch of fragments from all
over the place. One of those fragments was the piece of Michelle Obama’s speech. As the fragments coalesced
into a speech, that one got included, because the writers lost track of its origin.

Carelessness often creates plagiarism. For example, the famous scientist Jane Goodall, who studied wild
chimpanzees, blamed “chaotic note taking” for plagiarized passages in her book, Seeds of Hope.

How to Avoid This Mistake

How do you gather your notes? Do you bookmark Web passages, use Evernote or Zotero, or create index cards
or sticky notes? No matter your method, you should have a consistent and clear method to keep track of your

http://blogs.wsj.com/washwire/2016/07/19/melania-trump-speech-used-same-passages-as-michelle-obamas-2008-address/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RcbiGsDMmCM
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2014/apr/01/jane-goodall-seeds-of-hope-plagiarism


As Shakespeare wrote in As You Like It, “The fool doth think he is wise, but the wise man knows himself to be a
fool” (Shakespeare).

sources. You wouldn’t walk around without clothes on; notes shouldn’t get around unless they’re clothed in source
attributions.

Within your writing, you can use sources ethically and avoid plagiarism by identifying or attributing your source. If
the information in the examples above had been attributed and stated (e.g., prefaced by “As Michelle Obama
said”) and cited as coming from her 2008 speech, then the source would have been used correctly. Your mind
can run free, your text can flow, but your attributions must be as fastidious as an accountant’s.

To test your understanding of how to use sources ethically, take SUNY Empire State College’s Academic Integrity
Quiz
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QUOTING

Most of the time, you will summarize or paraphrase source material instead of quoting directly. Summarizing and
paraphrasing show that you understand your research well enough to write about it confidently in your own words.
However, direct quotes can be powerful when used sparingly and with purpose. Direct quotes mean that you use
your source’s wording, sentence structure, and punctuation exactly.

Shakespeare, William. “As You Like It.” Shakespeare Online,
www.shakespeare-online.com/plays/asu_5_1.html.

Quoting directly can sometimes help you make a significant point. If an
author’s words are especially vivid, memorable, or well phrased,
quoting them may help you hold your reader’s interest. Less
experienced writers sometimes overuse direct quotations in a paper
because it seems easier than paraphrasing. At best, this reduces the
effectiveness of the quotations. At worst, it results in a paper that seems
pasted together from outside sources. Use quotations sparingly for
greater impact, and remember that they should be used sparingly, and
should be used to strengthen your own arguments and ideas.

Some valid reasons for quoting include:

• When not using the author’s exact wording would change the
original meaning

• To lend authority to the point you are trying to make
• When the language of the quote is significant

Quotations should always be introduced and incorporated into your
argument, rather than dropped into your paper without context.

Consider this first BADBAD example:
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There are many ads for prescription drugs on television. “African-American physicians regard direct-to-
consumer advertising of prescription medicines as one way to educate minority patients about needed
treatment and healthcare options” (Wechsler).

This is a potentially good piece of information to support a research writer’s claim, but the researcher hasn’t done
any of the necessary work to explain where this quote comes from or to explain why it is important for supporting
her point. Rather, she has simply “dropped in” the quote, leaving the interpretation of its significance up to the
reader.

Now consider this revised GOODGOOD example of how this quote might be better introduced into the essay:

In her Pharmaceutical Executive article available through the Wilson Select Internet database, Jill Wechsler
writes about one of the positive effects from advertising prescription drugs on television. “African-American
physicians regard direct-to-consumer advertising of prescription medicines as one way to educate minority
patients about needed treatment and healthcare options.”

In this revision, the writer’s point and where the evidence comes from are much more clear.

When you do choose to quote directly from a source, follow these guidelines:

• Quotations should always be introduced and incorporated into your argument, rather than dropped into
your paper without context. Most quotations start with an attribution, a phrase such as “Smith states…”
or “According to Jones…”

• Make sure you have reproduced the original statement exactly (exact wording, sentence structure, and
punctuation).

• Represent the author’s ideas honestly. Quote enough of the original text to reflect the author’s point
accurately.

• Use ellipses (…) if you need to omit a word or phrase.
• Use brackets [ ] if you need to insert or replace a word or phrase. Only insert a word or phrase if you

need to clarify the quotation for your reader. E.g., “The result of that [the new sales campaign] was
shown in a 26% increase in sales of tractors and a 32% increase in sales of backhoes, according to
Timior Marketing.” Only replace a word or phrase if there is an error in the original text. E.g., “Harrison
and Greene state that the results of [their] sales campaign have made them one of the most sought-after
advertising firms in the state.” (In this case, “their” replaced “there,” which was incorrect.)

• Make sure any omissions, insertions, or changed words do not alter the meaning of the original text.
Omit, insert, or replace words only when absolutely necessary to shorten the text or to make it clear and/
or grammatically correct within your sentence.

• Remember to cite your quotation at the end, following MLA, APA, or whatever standard citation style you
are using throughout your essay.

View the following video, which gives examples of improperly incorporated quotations (which the video calls
“quote bombs”) and properly incorporated quotations.

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/ONxZeLhJbOg?feature=oembed

Finally, remember to quote responsibly.

The practice of quoting out of context, or removing a quote from its surrounding matter to distort its intended
meaning, can create logical fallacies and a type of false attribution.

1. Quoting out of context can create a straw man argument, frequently found in politics. This involves
quoting an opponent out of context in order to misrepresent his or her position (typically to make it seem
more simplistic or extreme) in order to make it easier to refute.

2. Quoting out of context can create an appeal to authority. This involves quoting an authority on the
subject out of context, in order to misrepresent that authority as supporting some position.

Quoting a source out of context can be done intentionally to advance an agenda or win an argument, but it more
often occurs accidentally if someone misinterprets the meaning of the original quotation and/or omits essential
information, such as the lead-in and commentary on the quotation.

https://www.youtube.com/embed/ONxZeLhJbOg?feature=oembed
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PARAPHRASING

A paraphrase re-states information and ideas from a source using your own wording and sentence
structure. Paraphrasing is similar to summarizing; however, summaries condense the original down to the
essential or main ideas, while paraphrases simply re-state the original portion of text. A paraphrase is usually
about the same length as the original piece of text.

So why paraphrase? Paraphrasing offers a way to
maintain your own writing style and voice throughout the
writing. It helps cut down on the number of different styles
from different sources, creating a sleeker, easier reading
experience for your reader. Most of all, though,
paraphrasing is a means of helping you understand what
your sources are saying, in order to incorporate that
information into your own writing. You have to understand
the source’s ideas fully in order to rewrite them clearly.

When you paraphrase, make sure not to simply substitute
one word for another, retaining the same sentence
structure. Paraphrasing requires you to use your own
sentence structures as well as words, so that you are not inadvertently plagiarizing the source.
In general, it is best to paraphrase when:

• There is no good reason to use a quote to refer to your evidence. If the author’s exact words are not
especially important to the point you are trying to make, you are usually better off paraphrasing the
evidence.

• You are trying to explain technical information or complicated language to a more general reading
audience.

• You are trying to explain a particular a piece of evidence in order to explain or interpret it in more detail.
This might be particularly true in writing projects like critiques.

• You need to balance a direct quote in your writing. You need to be careful about directly quoting your
research too much because it can sometimes make for awkward and difficult to read prose. So, one of
the reasons to use a paraphrase instead of a quote is to create balance within your writing.

Writing a Paraphrase

Make sure that you understand the original text that you intend to paraphrase. Rewrite that text at least twice, in
your own words. After the first rewriting, set the paraphrase aside for a short time. When you go back to it, you’ll
most likely see that you’ve tended to retain some of the original text’s wording and sentence structure. On a
second (or third, or fourth) rewriting, try to make the language and sentence structure your own, while retaining
the meaning of the original text. If you find that the original text uses a key word or phrase that you don’t want to
rewrite, know that you can always include it in quotation marks within your paraphrase. Finally, make sure to
attribute the paraphrase at the start (e.g., “According to…”) and include a citation at the end. Your readers should
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PARAPHRASING PRACTICE #1PARAPHRASING PRACTICE #1

Paraphrasing is a skill that takes time to develop. One way of becoming familiar with paraphrasing is by
examining successful and unsuccessful attempts at paraphrasing. Read the quote below from page 179 of
Howard Gardner’s book titled Multiple Intelligences and then examine the two attempts at paraphrasing that
follow (Note: Gardner, Howard. Multiple Intelligences: New Horizons in Theory and Practice. BasicBooks,
2006.).

be able to distinguish your own information from paraphrased information, and the attribution and citation signal
the beginning and end of the paraphrase.

Paraphrasing Example

The original passage, from Benjamin Franklin’s “Speech to the [Constitutional] Convention”:

Mr. President, I confess that I do not entirely approve of this Constitution at present; but, Sir, I am not
sure I shall never approve it; for, having lived long, I have experienced many instances of being obliged,
by better information or fuller consideration, to change my opinions even on important subjects, which I
once thought right, but found to be otherwise.

Here’s the first BADBAD example:

Benjamin Franklin tells the president of the Constitutional Convention that he does not entirelynot entirely approve
of the Constitution at the presentpresent time, but that he is not sure he will never approve ithe will never approve it. He points out that
he has lived a long time, and in his experience there have been many instancesmany instances when betterbetter
information of fuller considerationinformation of fuller consideration of a topic have made him change his opinions on importanton important
subjectssubjects that he had originally thought to be correct. He points out that he finds himself more likely to
doubt his own judgment the older he gets, and contrasts his knowledge of his own fallibility with other
people’s conviction of their infallibility.

The problem with this paraphrase is in the way that it reproduces distinctive phrasing, sentence structure, and
ordering of ideas. Note that the bolded parts of the paragraph actually reproduce Franklin’s wording exactly, and
that the order of information in the paraphrase is essentially the same as in the original. Notice the end of the
paraphrase also contains extra information that is not present in the original passage.
Now consider this GOODGOOD revised version:

Benjamin Franklin tells the president of the Constitutional Convention that although he is currently
uncertain about the Constitution they have created, he may eventually acknowledge its effectiveness.
This is due, he explains, to new information or a different understanding of similarly important topics
that have caused him to change his mind in the past.

This paraphrase is strong because of the way that it captures the main ideas and important details of the original
passage without reproducing phrasing or sentence structure too exactly. There are still similarities of phrasing and
structure, but they deviate in notable ways from the phrasing and structure of the original passage. Also unlike the
poor paraphrase, this one does not include information not found in the original passage.

Paraphrase Checklist

• Have you used your own words and sentence structures?
• Even though the wording is your own, have you carefully retained the meaning of the original text
• Did you attribute the paraphrase at the start, using language in some way that explains that you’re

paraphrasing another’s text? (e.g., “Smith states that…”)
• Did you cite the paraphrase correctly at the end, using a standard citation format for in-text citations?
• Did you cite the paraphrased source in the Works Cited list at the end of the essay?



“America today has veered too far in the direction of formal testing without adequate consideration of the
costs and limitations of an exclusive emphasis on that approach.”

Paraphrasing Attempt 1:Paraphrasing Attempt 1: America has now gone too far toward formal testing, without realizing the costs and

limitations of exclusively emphasizing that approach (Gardner 179).

AnswerAnswer

Although the source is cited, the paraphrasing is too close to the original statement as it retained too much of
the original wording and sentence structure.

Paraphrasing Attempt 2:Paraphrasing Attempt 2: In the United States, the education system places too much emphasis on formal
testing, overlooking the limitations and expenses imposed when that assessment strategy is employed
exclusively (Gardner 179).

AnswerAnswer

This paraphrase is different enough from the original source that it would not be considered plagiarism, so long
as Gardner is credited.

PARAPHRASING PRACTICE #2PARAPHRASING PRACTICE #2

The original passage:The original passage:

“Scientists and policymakers generally agree that the likelihood of flooding in the UK will increase as a result of
climate change. It is also accepted that sensible land use and development planning plays a role in the
management of flood risk, while allowing necessary development to continue” (Dept…Government, 2006,
Evans et al., 2004; Thorne et al., 2007).

The paraphrase:The paraphrase:

Scientists and policymakers agree that climate change means that the likelihood of UK flooding will increase. It
is also agreed that the role of sensible land use and development planning are important in the management of
flood risk, also allowing necessary development to continue (Dept…Government, 2006; Evans et al., 2004;
Thorne et al., 2007).

Answer these questions about the paraphrase example from above to decide if it is a good or bad paraphrase.

1. Has the student changed a lot of the words from the original passage?

AnswerAnswer

No, the student did not change a lot of the words in the paraphrase. It is almost an exact replica of the original
text, with only a few words changed here and there. A good paraphrase should represent your own
interpretation without changing the original meaning.

2. Has the student changed the word order and structure compared to the original passage?

AnswerAnswer

No, the student did not change the word order or basic structure of the original passage in the paraphrase. Its
structure is almost exactly the same as the original passage. A good paraphrase should represent your own
interpretation without changing the original meaning.

3. Has the student included a citation for the information?

AnswerAnswer

Yes, the student did include a citation for the information (in APA style). However, even with the citation, this
paraphrase would be considered plagiarism because it is so similar to the original passage.



4. Overall, do you think this is a good paraphrase?

AnswerAnswer

This is not a good example of a proper paraphrase. Even though the information is cited in the text of the
paraphrase, it is not substantially different from the original text. It does not reflect that the student understood
and interpreted the information.

View the Writing with Sources: Paraphrasing & Quotation, an interactive resource for a review and self-test on
paraphrasing and quoting sources.
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SUMMARIZING

When you summarize material from a source, you restate the main points concisely in your own words. This
technique is appropriate when only the major ideas are relevant to your paper or when you need to simplify
complex information into a few key points for your readers.

Be sure to review the source material as you summarize it. Identify the main idea and restate it as concisely as
you can—preferably in one sentence. Depending on your purpose, you may also add another sentence or two
condensing any additional, important main ideas from the section you want to summarize. Check your summary
to make sure it is accurate and complete.

Remember that summarizing involves condensing main ideas of a source or section of a source into a much
shorter overview. A summary outlines a source’s most important points and general position. When summarizing
a source, it is still necessary to use a citation to give credit to the original author.

Writing a Summary

• Decide what part of the source is most relevant to your argument.
• Read through the material and cross out non-vital information. Underline what you believe to be the most

important points, even if those points are words or phrases. Your summary will focus on the main points.
• Re-state/paraphrase the main points in your own words. Make sure your sentences are condensed, and

that they use your original language and sentence structure.
• Follow the order of ideas in the original text.
• Make sure your own point of view is purely objective (reporting content of the text, only). Opinions should

not appear in a summary. If you need to use any exact words or phrases from the original, quote them
within the summary.

• In general, your summary should be 15 to 20% the length of the original.
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Original TextOriginal Text

“For nearly 1,400 years Islam, though diverse in sectarian practice and ethnic tradition, has provided a unifying
faith for peoples stretching from the Atlantic to the Indian Ocean and beyond. Starting in the 1500s, Western
ascendancy, which culminated in colonization, eroded once glorious Muslim empires and reduced the influence
of Islam. After the breakup of the Ottoman Empire following World War I and the decline of European colonial
empires following World War II, Muslim nations adopted Western ideologies–communism, socialism, secular
nationalism, and capitalism. Yet most Muslims remained poor and powerless. Their governments, secular
regimes often backed by the West, were corrupt and repressive” (Belt 78).

Belt, Don. “The World of Islam.” National Geographic. January 2002: 76-85. Print.

Poorly Written SummaryPoorly Written Summary

Despite Western-style governments, Muslim countries are mired in deep poverty and radical governments. This
despite the fact that the religion has existed for several centuries. European colonization ruined the Islamic
religion for a long time. You would find it hard to imagine how many Muslims there really are out there.

Analysis

This summary

• does not follow the order of information found in the original
• the phrase “several centuries” minimizes the historic significance of the religion
• sentence-level problems such as “mired,” “you would,” and “out there” change the formal tone of the

original to a biased, informal representation
• it is approximately half the length of the original, which is too long
• no credit is given to the original source; there’s no attribution

Well-Written SummaryWell-Written Summary

Belt states that for almost 1,500 years, Islam has united people globally. Western interference, through
colonization and political ideologies, has not improved Muslims’ lives (78).

Analysis

This summary

• follows the order of the original
• maintains the original tone
• is much shorter than the original information’s length
• is properly attributed and cited – a reader can tell where the summary starts and stops

• Be sure to go back when you’ve finished your summary and compare it to the original text for accuracy.

View the following short video to recap important information about writing summaries.

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/eGWO1ldEhtQ?feature=oembed

Effective and Ineffective Summaries

https://www.youtube.com/embed/eGWO1ldEhtQ?feature=oembed


PRACTICE PARAGRAPH 1PRACTICE PARAGRAPH 1

“In 1925 the land aristocracy of Germany owned most of the large estates which occupied 20.2 per cent of the
arable land of the country. They had 40 per cent of the land east of the Elbe River. All told, these large estates
constituted but 0.4 per cent of the total number of landholdings in Germany. At the base of the pyramid were
those who occupied small holdings: 59.4 per cent of the total holdings of Germany accounted for only 6.2 per
cent of the arable land” (Lasswell 17).

Lasswell, Harold. Politics: Who Gets What, When, How. New York: Meridian Books, Inc. 1960. Print.

Type your summary in the space provided.Type your summary in the space provided.

PRACTICE PARAGRAPH 2PRACTICE PARAGRAPH 2

“The Indian tribes of North and South America do not contain all the blood groups that are found in populations
elsewhere. A fascinating glimpse into their ancestry is opened by this unexpected biological quirk. For the blood
groups are inherited in such a way that, over a whole population, they provide some genetic record of the past.
The total absence of blood group A from a population implies, with virtual certainty, that there was no blood
group A in its ancestry; and similarly with blood group B. And this is in fact the state of affairs in America”
(Bronowski 92).

Bronowski, J. The Ascent of Man. Boston: Little Brown and Company, 1973. Print.

Type your summary in the space provided.Type your summary in the space provided.

PRACTICE PARAGRAPH 3PRACTICE PARAGRAPH 3

“A solenoid is an electrically energized coil that forms an electromagnet capable of performing mechanical
functions. The term ‘solenoid’ is derived from the word ‘sole’ which in reference to electrical equipment means
‘a part of,’ or ‘contained inside, or with, other electrical equipment.’ The Greek word solenoides means
‘Channel,’ or ‘shaped like a pipe.’ A simple plunger-type solenoid consists of a coil of wire attached to an
electrical source, and an iron rod, or plunger, that passes in and out of the coil along the axis of the spiral. A
return spring holds the rod outside the coil when the current is deenergized, as shown in figure 1” (Lannon
432).

Lannon, John. Technical Communication. New York: Longman, 2000. Print.

Type your summary in the space provided.Type your summary in the space provided.

Summary Practice

View Writing with Sources: Summarizing for a good self-check of the concepts of summary writing.
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PRACTICE ATTRIBUTING & USING SOURCES

Quotations, paraphrases, and summaries all need to be attributed, or identified as “belonging” to their original
authors. Attribution is both an ethical practice and a legal necessity, to avoid “stealing” another person’s specific
ideas. Keep one basic rule about using sources in mind: your reader needs to be able to distinguish, at all times,
which information is yours and which information comes from sources.

Quotations are relatively easy to attribute – you use quotation marks to begin and end the quotation, and put a
citation in parentheses at the end. The citation at the end of a quotation occurs in parentheses. (In MLA citation
format, you put the author’s last name and the exact page number inside the parentheses; APA format uses the
author’s last name and year of publication.)

Paraphrases and summaries are easy to attribute as well, as long as you remember to use identifying information
at the start and a citation in parentheses at the end. Identifying information at the start usually consists of the
author’s last name, although it can be the name of an editor or the title of an article if there is no author listed.

One standard method of attributing and introducing paraphrases and summaries is to use a phrase such as
“according to,” or “Smith states that.” However, relying on “states” or “says” is not always your best choice as a
writer. 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 such as these carry a lot more information than “says,” enabling you to relate more
information with fewer words. For one thing, they can quickly convey what kind of idea you’re citing: a speculative
one (“proposes”), a conclusive one (“determines”), a controversial one (“counters”). You can further show how
you’re incorporating these sources into your own narrative through your word choice. 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 “concludes” something, then you signal to your reader that you find that evidence more convincing.
“Suggests” on the other hand is a much weaker endorsement.

Practice attributing and using sources with the brief exercise below, which includes quotations, paraphrases,
summaries, and attributions. The exercise is based on a short passage from a world history textbook.

Textbook passage:1



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 food 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 efficient as British (and by extension European) agriculture,
and food—the major component in the cost of living—cost less in Asia.

1Robert 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.

https://rowman.com/ISBN/9780742554191
https://rowman.com/ISBN/9780742554191


PRACTICE EXERCISEPRACTICE EXERCISE

Drawing on this passage, try out different quoting, paraphrasing and summarizing options for a research essayDrawing on this passage, try out different quoting, paraphrasing and summarizing options for a research essay
on the economics of food supply:on the economics of food supply:

1. Select a portion of the text that you’d use to support your own argument if you were writing an essaySelect a portion of the text that you’d use to support your own argument if you were writing an essay
about the economics of food. Quote a part of a sentence or multiple sentences, incorporating theabout the economics of food. Quote a part of a sentence or multiple sentences, incorporating the
quotation appropriately into your own sentence/s. Identify why you chose this portion of text to quote.quotation appropriately into your own sentence/s. Identify why you chose this portion of text to quote.

AnswerAnswer

“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” (Marks 95).

This sentence contains a significant statistic, is clearly-written, and would be appropriate in an essay focusing
on the economics of food supply. It also contains correct attribution, with the author’s last name and exact page
number in parentheses at the end, using MLA in-text citation format.

2. Create an unacceptable paraphrase of part of the passage, copying a couple of sentences andCreate an unacceptable paraphrase of part of the passage, copying a couple of sentences and
changing just a few of the key words.changing just a few of the key words.

AnswerAnswer

Indian agriculture was so fruitful that the amount of food farmed, and therefore its cost, was a lot lower than in
Europe. When working families spent 60-80 percent of their wages on food in the preindustrial age, 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).

This unacceptable paraphrase simply changed a few words and retained the original text’s sentence structure.
There’s no attribution of the paraphrase’s source.

3. Create an acceptable paraphrase of part of the passage.Create an acceptable paraphrase of part of the passage.

AnswerAnswer

Marks states that the percentage of income devoted to purchasing food in Indian families from the mid-
eighteenth to mid-nineteenth century was very low compared to countries in Europe. Residents of India thus
had more spending power, as comparatively so little of their wages needed to be devoted to the purchase of
food (95).

This acceptable paraphrase changed sentence structures as well as wording. It also uses an attribution at the
start and a citation at the end, so your reader can distinguish it from other sources of information as well as
your own information in an essay.

4. Rewrite the acceptable paraphrase changing the verb of attribution.Rewrite the acceptable paraphrase changing the verb of attribution. How does the new verb changeHow does the new verb change
the meaning or tone of the paraphrase?the meaning or tone of the paraphrase?

AnswerAnswer

Marks confirms that…

By using the word “confirms” instead of “states,” there’s an implication that other researchers have agreed with
this information, thus making the information seem more authoritative, as it no longer is confined to just the
insight of one expert.

5. Summarize the entire passage.Summarize the entire passage.

AnswerAnswer

Marks confirms that in the 18th century, India sold fabric at far cheaper cost than other countries due to lower
salary costs, which were not the result of a low standard of living, but were the result of an abundance of cheap
food, which was grown at a far higher yield than in Europe (95).

This summary greatly condenses the two original paragraphs into one sentence, retaining the key concepts. It
uses original language and sentence structure, and it is attributed correctly at the beginning and end.
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USING SOURCES SUMMARY

Sophisticated research essays tend to use fewer direct quotations and more summaries and paraphrases.
Summaries extract and condense the source’s main ideas, which you re-phrase in your own words. Paraphrases
allow you to re-phrase the source’s ideas in your own words (without condensing information as a summary
does). Summaries and paraphrases are important techniques for showing that you understand the source’s ideas
and for maintaining your own voice in a piece of writing. Note that you need to document summaries and
paraphrases as well as direct quotations because they all contain the source’s unique ideas.

Whether you use a direct quotation, a summary, or a paraphrase, it is important to distinguish the original source
from your ideas, and to explain how the cited source fits into your argument. You can think of the context for your
quote, paraphrase, or summary as a sandwich with multiple parts. You’ll want to: transition into and introduce the
source, use a signal phrase to actually move into the material from the source, provide a citation that can be
easily connected to the full citation material in your bibliography or works cited list, and explain how this material
fits into your argument. Many writing textbooks refer to this as a quotation sandwich, but it can and should also be
used to integrate paraphrases and summaries. All material from sources that you use in your own work must be
integrated in this way, or you risk readers becoming confused about its importance and purpose.

View the following video to review the important concepts of summarizing, paraphrasing, quoting – using sources
in your research essay.

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/qoCdhJsS6Bw?feature=oembed
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CITING SOURCES

In this section on sources, you will learn to cite sources appropriately so that your academic integrity is not called
into question.

Topics in this section:Topics in this section:

• Citing Sources Overview
• Identifying Plagiarism
• Avoiding Plagiarism
• MLA In-Text Citations
• MLA End-of-Text Citations
• Citation Tools & Games

CITING SOURCES
OVERVIEW

Citing sources means that you need to give credit to other authors’ specific information and ideas. A reader
needs to be able, at all times, to:

• distinguish your ideas from your sources’ ideas within the text of your writing
• find the original source you used

In order to do this, you need to cite sources:

• within the writing, to show where the source’s
information starts and ends – this is called an in-
text citation

• at the end of the writing, to show the exact source
used for each piece of source information
incorporated into the writing – this is called an end-
of-text citation

Citations are important because they:

• help others find the information you used in your
research paper

• help establish the credibility of your research
• connect your work to the work of other scholars
• establish your entrance into a scholarly dialogue with others who have written about the issue
• honor and acknowledge the work of others who have made your own research possible

The following video demonstrates the practical importance of always giving credit where credit is due.

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/R6T2lZ51iFI?feature=oembed

There are many different ways, or formats, to cite sources. Each format has its own conventions for in-text and
end-of-text citations. Some of the most used formats are:

https://www.youtube.com/embed/R6T2lZ51iFI?feature=oembed


• MLA – Modern Language Association – most often used in the arts and humanities field (and which this
text focuses on)

• APA – American Psychological Association – most often used in social science and business fields
• Chicago Style – most often used in the history field (very similar to Turabian)
• Turabian Style – most often used in humanities, social science, and natural science fields

Each format has different citation conventions. However, you do not have to memorize these conventions.
There are many online formatting tools that will automatically put your citation information into the proper form.
You just need to know what format is required. If no format is specifically required, then you simply choose one
and apply it consistently throughout the piece of writing.
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IDENTIFYING PLAGIARISM

What Counts as Plagiarism?

Plagiarism can be intentional or unintentional. It often occurs because the process of citation can be confusing,
technology makes copy + paste so easy, and knowing exactly what to cite is not always easy! You can avoid
unintentional plagiarism by learning how to cite material and keeping track of sources in your notes. Give yourself
plenty of time to process sources so you don’t plagiarize by mistake. Here are some examples of plagiarism:

• Submitting a paper written by someone else.
• Using words and phrases from the source text and patching them together in new sentences.
• Failing to acknowledge the sources of words or information.
• Not providing quotation marks around a direct quotation. This leads to the false assumption that the

words are your own.
• Borrowing the idea or opinion of someone else without giving the person credit
• Restating or paraphrasing a passage without citing the original author
• Borrowing facts or statistics that are not common knowledge without proper acknowledgement
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The plagiarism spectrum. There are many different ways to plagiarize. It is your responsibility to know what constitutes

plagiarism so you can avoid it in your assignments.

Obvious PlagiarismObvious Plagiarism Less Obvious PlagiarismLess Obvious Plagiarism

• Turning in someone else’s paper as your own.
• Reusing a paper previously turned in for one class and

then submitting the same paper or portions of it for
subsequent classes without permission of the instructor
(self-plagiarism).

• Cutting and pasting entire sections from other authors’
works into your own paper.

• Using another author’s exact words but not putting
quotation marks around the quote and citing the work.

• Failing to differentiate between
common knowledge and
something that needs to be
cited.

• Failing to include complete and
correct citations.

• Sticking too closely to another
author’s words by only changing
a few words around when
paraphrasing.

• Using another author’s exact
words but not putting quotation
marks around the quote even
if you cite the work.



IS IT PLAGIARISM?IS IT PLAGIARISM?

1. Last semester you wrote an essay on Emily Dickinson for Professor Belin’s “American Literature 101”
course. This semester you are taking a course called “Interrogating Gender in American Culture,” and
Professor Arecco has assigned a paper topic that references Dickinson’s life and work. It would be very easy

More ways to plagiarize.

Why Should You Care?

Being honest and maintaining integrity in your academic work is a sign of character and professionalism. In
addition to maximizing your own learning and taking ownership of your academic success, not plagiarizing is
important because:

• Your professors assign research projects to help you learn. You cheat yourself when you substitute
someone else’s work for your own.

• You don’t like it when someone else takes credit for your ideas, so don’t do it to someone else.
• Plagiarizing comes with consequences. Depending on the offense and the institution, you may be asked

to rewrite plagiarized work, receive a failing grade on the assignment, fail the entire course, or be
suspended from the university.

• Professors use search engines, databases, and specialized software to check suspicious work, so you
will eventually get caught.



for you to re-tool whole sections of your first essay to satisfy the requirements of the second. It is acceptable
practice to re-submit this paper – without checking with either professor — because you are writing a paper for
a different professor and a different course.

a. This is plagiarism
b. This is not plagiarism

AnswerAnswer

a. You are correct. You need to check with BOTH Professor Belin and Professor Arecco before re-submitting
this paper. If you were to superficially revise this paper and submit it without prior approval from both
professors, you would be committing self-plagiarism by dual submission.

2. Plagiarism is not limited to taking something from a book; it also includes stealing ideas from a movie, a
professor’s lecture, or from an interview on a radio news program.

a. True, this is plagiarism
b. False, this is not plagiarism

AnswerAnswer

a. Plagiarism is a form of intellectual theft, and the medium is less important than the fact that an idea –
whether in the form of a musical composition or a string of computer code – has been stolen. Students can be
brought before their school’s judiciary boards for any suspected act of plagiarism, regardless of subject or
medium.

3. You have cut and pasted a lot of information from articles you found on web sites and databases into a Word
file on your computer. While writing your essay, you find yourself patching together pieces from different
sources, and you have occasionally lost track of which ideas were your own and which were from various
articles and websites. You consider going back to the original sources but the prospect is daunting. In any case,
you figure that if your professor queries your sources, you can say that you didn’t intentionally plagiarize, and
this will result in a lesser punishment.

a. Agree
b. Disagree

AnswerAnswer

b. As a general rule, unintentional plagiarism is still intellectual theft and bad note-taking skills are not a
mitigating circumstance when punishment is meted out. Note the entries on our web log of well-publicized
cases of famous authors whose poor note-taking skills led them to plagiarize. They have had to suffer public
humiliation and severe blows to their professional reputations. Here are some tips for avoiding unintentional
plagiarism: If you take notes on the computer rather than on paper, create a special folder for citation
information.

In fact, it would be a good idea to create a number of folders: one for your paper; another for sources, with
individual files for each and every source; and another folder for the notes you take from each source. Maintain
all the information for the bibliography as you go – it’ll save time and effort later. When taking notes, identify
your source. Put quotation marks around direct quotes and double check to make sure you’ve duplicated every
punctuation mark. Avoid using the author’s language when paraphrasing or summarizing information – unless,
of course, you quote verbatim from the original. Here’s a tip for keeping your ideas separate from those in your
sources; you can either identify each idea as your own, that is, cite yourself, or put your ideas in a different font,
case, or color on the screen. Another good idea is to print out your sources whenever possible, even when you
have a file-version on your computer. Working from the paper sources will allow you to check quotations for
accuracy.

4. Your professor has recommended a particular text as a secondary source for an assigned essay on Kant’s
ideas about war and peace. You find a quotation that seems to speak directly to Kant’s idea of perpetual peace
and you plug it in your essay, but it doesn’t quite relate to what goes before and you don’t know how to discuss
it. You realize that you don’t really understand what the quotation means, or how you might discuss it within the



larger context of your essay. You think of approaching your professor to ask for help, but decide that she will
think less of you for not grasping the import of this text. Instead you find a website that discusses this very idea,
and you summarize its explanation in your paper without citing it. Is this plagiarism?

a. Yes
b. No

AnswerAnswer

a. You’re right! Even if it is a website, and even if you are summarizing rather than quoting or paraphrasing from
the site, you are still “kidnapping” someone else’s ideas. A summary is written in your own words, but it still
makes reference to another person’s intellectual property. Think of it this way: you are collaborating with the
authors of your sources, working with their ideas and recasting them to come up with your own. Finally, a word
of advice: always go to your professor for help. They should be your first and best resource for questions about
texts or anything relating to your class.

5. I have found something posted on the Internet that I am going to include in a paper that I am writing. It is
covered by a “Creative Commons” copyright. Since it is, can I consider it “common knowledge” and not cite it in
my paper or included it in my references?

a. Agree
b. Disagree

AnswerAnswer

b. The Creative Commons copyright does NOT mean the information is considered common knowledge. It
indicates permission for others to use the material, properly attributed, without violating copyright law. Note:
Just because something is posted on the Internet doesn’t automatically make it common knowledge. You are
well advised to cite the webpage on which you found the information.

6. You are writing a biology report and you have included information that you read in your biology textbook.
You aren’t sure if this information can be considered common knowledge, or whether you need to cite it. You

a. Decide not cite the information. Information in the textbook is common knowledge for the biology
class.

b. Determine to cite your text book in the instances where you quoted from it directly; otherwise the
summarized ideas in this text are considered common knowledge.

c. Cite all the information you’ve gleaned from the textbook, whether quoted verbatim or summarized.

AnswerAnswer

c. You should cite the textbook regardless of whether or not you quote from it directly. While it is not necessary
to give citations for certain well-known equations, it is important to acknowledge your debt for any information
you did not come up with independently.

7. Is this use of information from a website plagiarism?



a. Yes, it is plagiarism. The writer of the paper just rearranged some of the words from the website and
does not acknowledge the source.

b. No, it is not plagiarism. The paragraph written in the research paper is different than the website so the
author didn’t need to cite the original.

AnswerAnswer

a. This is an example of plagiarism. The original content has not been changed very much, and there is no
citation of the source material.

8. Is this plagiarism?



a. Yes, it is plagiarism. The student did not use quotation marks.
b. No, it is not plagiarism. The student gave credit to the source in the text of the paper and in the list of

references

AnswerAnswer

b. The student did not need to use quotation marks, because the original material was paraphrased. And the
student provided proper citation of the source, both in-text and in the list of works cited.
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PRACTICEPRACTICE

What needs a citation?

1. 86% of internet users have taken steps online to remove or mask their digital footprints.
2. The Supreme Court ruling for Brown v. the Board of Education states, “Racial discrimination in public

education is unconstitutional.”
3. Paris is the Capital of France.

AVOIDING PLAGIARISM

Not citing sources, or incorrectly citing sources, leads to plagiarism, a serious academic offense. Plagiarism
within the context of essay writing means using another’s specific information without identifying the source.

The key to avoiding plagiarism is to make sure you give
credit where credit is due. This may be credit for
something somebody said, wrote, emailed, drew, or
implied. You need to give credit to:

• Words or ideas presented in a magazine, book,
newspaper, song, TV program, movie, web page,
computer program, letter, advertisement, or any
other medium

• Information you gain through interviewing or
conversing with another person face-to-face,
over the phone, or in writing

• Exact words or a unique phrase that you copy
• Diagrams, illustrations, charts, pictures, or other

visual materials that you reprint
• Any electronically available media, including images, audio, video, or other media, that you reuse or

repost

Ultimately, you must cite any source of information you use in your paper that doesn’t originate with you.

On the other hand, you do NOTNOT need to cite:

• your own ideas and opinions
• your own words
• common knowledge

Examples of common knowledge include:

• Basic facts: there are 365 days in a year, the earth orbits the sun, the molecular structure of water (H2O),
etc.

• Very well-known quotes: “A rose by any other name would smell as sweet” or “ask not what your country
can do for you, ask what you can do for your country.” You still have to use quotation marks and indicate
who said the quote (Romeo in Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, and John F. Kennedy, respectively),
but you do not need to include the source in your bibliography.

• Subject-specific common knowledge: There is information in specific disciplines or branches of
knowledge that is considered common knowledge. A good indicator of what constitutes common
knowledge is if you see the information in 4 or 5 articles or books and it does not need a citation. Until
you become familiar with what is considered common knowledge in your major area of study, it is best to
play it safe and cite your sources or ask your professor.



4. Abraham Lincoln was the 16th president of the United States of America.
5. Water freezes at 32 degrees Fahrenheit.
6. 52, 950 unaccompanied homeless youth were supported through school based programs in 2008-09.

AnswerAnswer

a, b, and f need citations. The others are common knowledge.

Checklist for integrating sources into your research paper.

Know How to Incorporate Sources

You can incorporate other sources into your writing by
paraphrasing, summarizing, or using direct quotes. With
each of these techniques, you must always cite the original
work.

ParaphrasingParaphrasing is using another author’s idea, but expressing
it in your own words and without quotation marks, since is it
no longer a word-for-word quotation. A proper paraphrase
is substantially different from the original text.

SummarizingSummarizing condenses the main idea of a whole text, or of
several texts, into a substantially shorter form while
capturing the most important elements.

A direct quotationdirect quotation uses exactly the same words as the text
you are taking it from, and it puts the exact words in
quotation marks. Always include the page number, when
possible, when citing a direct quotation: (Smith 116).

Know How to Accurately Cite Your
Sources

Knowing how to cite your sources properly is one of the most important skills to have in order to avoid plagiarism.
Any time you paraphrase, summarize, or use a direct quote in your research assignment, you must provide a
citation in the text and list the source in a comprehensive list at the end of the text.

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/iT6J3gEkXoc?start=16&feature=oembed
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“Quotation” (Author’s Last Name Page Number).

MLA IN-TEXT CITATIONS

In-text citations are brief indicators of the source information you’ve used within the text of your writing. They
usually contain just enough information (author’s last name) to find the fuller citation at the end of the text.

Because the use of in-text citations will be so integral to your writing processes, being able to craft correct
citations will save you time during writing and revising.

Below is the standard correct in-text citation style according to MLA guidelines:

Take a moment to carefully consider the placement of the parts and punctuation of this in-text citation. Note that
there is no punctuation indicating the end of a sentence inside of the quotation marks—closing punctuation should
instead follow the parentheses. There is also no punctuation between the author’s last name and the page
number inside of the parentheses.

Include the right information in the in-text citation. Every time you reference material in your paper, you must tell the reader the

name of the author whose information you are citing. You must include a page number that tells the reader where, in the source,

they can find this information. The most basic structure for an in-text citation looks like this: (Smith 123).



“Margaret had never spoken of Helstone since she left it” (Gaskell 100).

Elizabeth Gaskell’s narrator makes it clear that “Margaret had never spoken of Helstone since she left it” (100).

Elizabeth Gaskell’s narrator makes it clear that her protagonist does not speak of her home once she is in
Milton (100).

So, let’s say we have the following quote, which comes from page 100 of Elizabeth Gaskell’s North and South:
“Margaret had never spoken of Helstone since she left it.” Gaskell, Elizabeth. North and South. Oxford University
Press, 1973.

The following examples show incorrectincorrect MLA formatting:

“Margaret had never spoken of
Helstone since she left it.” (Gaskell
100)

Incorrect because the period falls within the quotation marks

“Margaret had never spoken of
Helstone since she left it” (Gaskell,
100).

Incorrect because of the comma separating the author’s last name
and the page number

“Margaret had never spoken of
Helstone since she left it” (Elizabeth
Gaskell 100).

Incorrect because the author’s full name is used instead of just her
last name

“Margaret had never spoken of
Helstone since she left it” (North and
South 100).

Incorrect because the title of the work appears, rather than the
author’s last name; the title should only be used if no author name is
provided

The following example shows correctcorrect MLA formatting:

However, there are exceptions to the above citation guideline. Consider the following format of an in-text citation,
which is also formed correctly.

If the author’s name is included before the quotation, you only need to put the page number into the parentheses

at the end.

The same rule about inclusion of the author’s last name applies for paraphrased information, as well, as shown in
the following example:

Basic Rule:Basic Rule:

Your reader needs to know where the information from the source starts and ends, and from what source the
information is taken.



Here are additional examples, both correct (green checkmark) and incorrect (red X).



In-text citations are often parenthetical, meaning you add information to the end of a sentence in parentheses. But if you include

that necessary information in the language of the sentence itself, you should not include the parenthetical citation. This example

shows you proper uses of in-text citations.

Watch MLA Style: In-Text Citations (8th Ed., 2016) from Purdue’s Online Writing Lab.
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When citing an essay, you include information in two

places: in the body of your paper and in the Works Cited

that comes after it. The Works Cited is just a bibliography:

you list all the sources you used to write the paper.

• Title:Title: In MLA style, all the sources you cite throughout the text of your paper are listed together at the
end, in a section titled Works CitedWorks Cited.

• Alphabetical order:Alphabetical order: Starting on the next line after
the Works Cited title, list your references in
alphabetical order by author’s last name. Multiple
sources by the same author should be listed
chronologically by year within the same group.

• Hanging indents:Hanging indents: Each reference should be
formatted with what is called a hanging indent.
This means the first line of each reference should
be flush with the left margin (i.e., not indented), but
the other lines of that reference should be
indented 0.5 inches. Any word-processing
program will let you format this automatically so
you don’t have to do it by hand. (In Microsoft
Word, for example, you simply highlight your
citations, click on the small arrow right next to the
word “Paragraph” on the home tab, and in the
popup box choose “hanging indent” under the
“Special” section. Click OK, and you’re done.)

Formats for Different Types of Sources in the Works CitedFormats for Different Types of Sources in the Works Cited
ListList

Regardless of the source type, you need certain “core elements” from your sources placed in a standard order in
order to create citations. These core elements are explained in detail below. Note that you do not need to
memorize this process, but should take this opportunity to understand how citations are created. You can always
return to this page, to the MLA handbook, the MLA Style Center, or to other online resources to help you create
the citations you need for your paper.

Click through the following slides to learn more about each component and to see examples of MLA end-of-text
citations.

You can also download the presentation here.

Watch this video to see examples of how to identify the core elements needed in a Works Cited citation:

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/lSekgYAdQcU?start=127&feature=oembed

Link to the following sites for additional information on MLA formatting style for the whole research paper, and to
see sample research essays in MLA format.

• State University of New York, Empire State College’s page on Citing Your Sources: MLA
• Seneca College’s MLA Citation Guide
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CITATION TOOLS & GAMES

Citation Tools

The following free, online tools format both in-text and
end-of-text citations. They also allow you to choose your
citation format (APA, MLA, Chiicago, and more).

Citationmachine.net

Bibme.org

Easybib.com

Citefast.com

Citation Games

Check your understanding of citing sources by playing
some of the games listed below.

Excelsior Online Writing Lab MLA Activity

University of Washington: APA and MLA Citation Game Page (multiple games)
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COMMON ESSAY STRUCTURES /
PATTERNS OF DEVELOPMENT

In this section, you will examine different ways of organizing essays that replicate common ways of thinking.

Topics in this section:Topics in this section:

• Patterns of Development Overview
• Process Analysis
• Comparison and Contrast
• Classification and Division
• Cause and Effect
• Thesis Sentences for Patterns of Development

PATTERNS OF
DEVELOPMENT

OVERVIEW

Most academic essays have an overall structure – introduction leading to a thesis, body, conclusion. Essays also
have topic sentences and units of support that constitute the body, and these topic sentences and units of support
need to be ordered logically in a way that’s appropriate to the essay’s thesis.

In addition to the concept of the thesis indicating a
general, logical order for the support, there are actually
many different ways to think about and organize
information in the body of an essay, using different
patterns of development. These patterns, referred to
academically as “rhetorical modes,” mirror the ways in
which humans think about their worlds and organize their
thoughts in order to communicate.

The concept of rhetorical modes actually goes back to
ancient civilizations. Though it seems particularly pressing
in our current social media, online-all-the-time culture, the
idea of “information overload” has troubled humans for
centuries. Despite these concerns, many of our ancestors
found productive ways to manage information overload.
And their strategies remain helpful today. Ancient

rhetoricians, including Aristotle and Cicero, developed techniques that writers used to gather, categorize, and
explore common features in sets of information.

They identified “topoi,” or patterns, which were those general features shared in any idea or argument regardless
of the content of that argument, including definition, relationship, and/or division. For instance, ancient rhetoricians
might ask “Is the argument about a definition?” If they discovered that a definition was, in fact, controversial, then



they knew they could follow certain common patterns and use common strategies. Other common patterns
included comparison and cause-and-effect.

Knowing that these common patterns of human thought exist, will help you as a writer to both develop and
organize information in your essays. The following image identifies common patterns. Although it refers to
“paragraph” patterns, understand that these are also common patterns for whole essays.

Consider these common patterns of thought and consider specific ways in which you’ve applied each thinking
pattern in your everyday life.

1. Narration1. Narration

The purpose of narration is to tell a story or relate an event. Narration is an especially useful tool for sequencing
or putting details and information into some kind of logical order, usually chronological. Literature uses narration
heavily, but it also can be useful in non-fiction, academic writing for strong impact.

2. Description2. Description

The purpose of description is to recreate, invent, or visually present a person, place, event, or action so that the
reader can picture that which is being described. It is heavily based on sensory details:: sight, sound, smell, feel,
taste.

3. Example3. Example

It’s common to see examples used in all kinds of situations—an idea can be considered too general or abstract
until we see it in action. Exemplification extends this idea even further: it carries one or more examples into great
detail, in order to show the details of a complex problem in a way that’s easy for readers to understand.

4. Definition4. Definition

Defintion moves beyond a dictionary definition to deeply examine a word or concept as we actually use and
understand it.

5. Process Analysis5. Process Analysis

Analyzing a process can also be thought of as “how-to” instruction. Technical writing includes a lot of process
analysis, for instance. Academic writing can incorporate process analysis to show how an existing problem came
to be, or how it might be solved, by following a clear series of steps.

6. Classification/Division6. Classification/Division

Classification takes one large concept, and divides it into individual pieces. A nice result from this type of writing is
that it helps the reader to understand a complex topic by focusing on its smaller parts. This is particularly useful



when an author has a unique way of dividing the concepts, to provide new insight into the ways it could be
viewed.

7. Comparison/Contrast7. Comparison/Contrast

Comparison focuses on similarities between things, and contrast focuses on their differences. We innately make
comparisons all the time, and they appear in many kinds of writings. The goal of comparison and contrast in
academic essays is generally to show that one item is superior to another, based on a set of evaluations included
as part of the writing.

8. Cause/Effect8. Cause/Effect

If narration offers a sequence of events, cause/effect essays offer an explanation about why that sequence
matters. Cause/effect writing is particularly powerful when the author can provide a cause/effect relationship that
the reader wasn’t expecting, and as a result see the situation in a new light.

9. Problem/Solution9. Problem/Solution

This type of academic writing has two equally important tasks: clearly identifying a problem, and then providing a
logical, practical solution for that problem. Establishing that a particular situation IS a problem can sometimes be
a challenge–many readers might assume that a given situation is “just the way it is,” for instance.

Often in your academic studies, you will be asked to apply
a specific thinking pattern in an essay assignment. For
example:

• Compare the economic theories of Maynard
Keynes and Milton Friedman. (comparison and
contrast)

• Discuss the effects of the U.S. civil war on the
U.S. cotton industry during and in the decade
immediately after the war. (cause and effect)

• Identify the different literary techniques that
Faulkner applies in his short story, “A Rose for
Emily,” explaining how he uses each technique
to add to the suspense of the story. (division and
classification, example)

• Discuss Piaget’s stages of child development in
reference to case studies #1: Rebecca, and #2:
Luke. (process analysis)

Even if you are not directly asked to apply a specific
thinking pattern, you may want to use one to help you develop and organize your insights. The four patterns noted
above – comparison and contrast, cause and effect, division and classification, and process analysis – are very
common in academic as well as everyday thinking and writing.
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PROCESS ANALYSIS

An essay using a process pattern is often straightforward, as it usually presents a series of steps in chronological
order.

However, a college essay that uses a process pattern needs to offer more than a list of steps. College writing
about a process needs to make a point about that process (e.g., Baking bread, while relatively simple, still
involves a number of complexities, variables, and just plain things that can go wrong.).

Ideally, a college essay that uses process analysis should emphasize “analysis” as well as “process” by
explaining the importance of the steps, their relationship to one another, and/or their use in solving a problem.
Process analysis in college essays should involve some depth of thought.

View the following short video that explains some important aspects of writing an essay of process analysis.

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/32R30EYIW-U?feature=oembed

You may want to consult the following graphic organizer when writing a process analysis essay. Remember that
process analysis should include all major, and appropriate minor, steps or stages in process that requires some
depth of thought.

https://www.youtube.com/embed/32R30EYIW-U?feature=oembed


Process Analysis in Action:

Make sure to read sample Process Analysis essays in the Sample Essays section of this text.
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COMPARISON AND CONTRAST

Comparison and contrast is a thought process that you most
likely have gone through many times (e.g., how do these two
makes of car compare? which dessert is the best to bring to
the party? how can my two children be so different?) In
college writing, you may be asked to compare or contrast
two theories, concepts, approaches, etc. in order to show
similarities or differences and evaluate each. Note the
repetition of the word “two.” Comparison and contrast
pattern evaluates two things against one another. Also note
the repetition of the word “evaluate.” As you compare and
contrast, you’ll be expected not only to describe the
characteristics of the two things, theories, concepts, or
approaches, but also to offer some assessment or analysis,
as part of your thesis’ angle and supporting evidence.

There are two different, equally useful, patterns for
comparison and contrast:

1. Side by side
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2. Point by point

Side by Side Pattern

Writers using side by side pattern deal with all of the information for one of the things being compared first, before
moving to all of the information for the other thing being compared. However, within each side, the points of
comparison/contrast need to be dealt with in exactly the same order.

Side by Side

1. Introduction leading to Thesis
2. Body

1. Topic sentence for Side 1 of the Comparison
1. Point 1 (all points may also be topic sentences)
2. Point 2
3. Point 3
4. Point 4

2. Topic sentence for Side 2 of the Comparison
1. Point 1
2. Point 2
3. Point 3
4. Point 4

3. Re-stated thesis leading to Conclusion

Note that with side by side format, you may end up with only two topic sentences, or you may end up with general
topic sentences to introduce each side, and then a series of more specific topic sentences for each point.

Here’s a graphic organizer for the Side by Side Comparison and Contrast pattern.

Point by Point Pattern

Writers using point by point pattern deal with each point of comparison/contrast in an order that makes sense
given the two things being compared. However, under each point, the same side always needs to come first.

Point by Point

1. Introduction leading to Thesis
2. Body

1. Topic sentence for Point 1
1. Side 1
2. Side 2

2. Topic sentence for Point 2



1. Side 1
2. Side 2

3. Topic sentence for Point 3
1. Side 1
2. Side 2

4. Topic sentence for Point 4
1. Side 1
2. Side 2

3. Re-stated thesis leading to Conclusion

The idea for either pattern is to maintain careful and equal balance when comparing or contrasting two items,
persons, ideas, etc.

Here’s a graphic organizer for the Point by Point Comparison and Contrast pattern.

For a clear overview of comparison and contrast essays, view the following video.

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/hvMSeg1s7uc?feature=oembed

Comparison and Contrast in Action:

Make sure to read sample Comparison and Contrast essays in the Sample Essays section of this text.
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CLASSIFICATION AND DIVISION

Classification and Division asks you to break something
down into its component parts, offering an insight or
analysis into the thing you’re breaking down. You actually
use classification and division thinking a lot, perhaps
without realizing it (e.g., different personality types of the
people you know, different types of cars, different types of
activities for your children, etc.).

In college writing, in addition to grouping and classifying,
you’re also asked to make a point about the groupings
that offers an analytical insight (e.g., Of all the sixteen
personality types that Myers-Briggs identify, the ___ type
is the best to hire in a ___ type of job, for a number of
reasons.) Your point – your main idea, angle, assertion –
should be complex enough for you to develop creatively.
Division and classification thought is a way of organizing

and dealing with complex and/or abundant information in order to provide additional understanding.

Essays using a classification and division pattern have topic sentences and units of support for each group or
class. The topic sentences themselves should have angles that relate back to the main angle in the thesis.

View the following video for a clear definition and multiple basic examples of the concepts of division and
classification. (Note that you will be expected to apply the concepts of division and classification to more
complex concepts for college essays.)

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/4DRPwPeOxWY?feature=oembed

View the following video for a further explanation of classification and division pattern in essay writing.

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/wm3ObvB0mLE?feature=oembed

Here’s a graphic organizer for the Classification and Division pattern.
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Classification and Division in Action:

Make sure to read sample Classification and Division essays in the Sample Essays section of this text.
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CAUSE AND EFFECT

Cause and effect is just what it says. You might write an essay that searches out the causes of something. Or you
might write an essay that investigates a variety of effects that stem from a particular event or condition. Writing
about causes and effects deals with identifying “reasons why” and/or “results.”

When you write an essay using a cause and effect
pattern, know that you can either focuses on causes, or
focus on effects, or some combination of both. The
important thing to remember is that this pattern calls for
logical thinking in dealing with causes, and logical
probabilities in explaining effects. Don’t fall into a logical
fallacy by assuming simple and/or incorrect causation.
Instead, make sure that you link causes and effects
logically, carefully considering both evidence and
probability.

As you develop a focus and working thesis for a cause
and effect essay, you might ask yourself the following
questions:

• Do I want to focus on effects of a particular cause? If so is there a main effect that’s broken down into
smaller pieces, or are there multiple effects of equal weight?

• Do I want to focus on the causes of a particular event, issue, etc.? If so, is there one primary cause
that’s broken down into smaller pieces, or are there multiple causes of equal weight?

It will help if you list causes/effects, or create a mind map as you prewrite for an essay applying a cause and
effect pattern.

Remember that your topic should be focused enough to yield some depth and insight, yet broad enough to be
developed. Writing in general about the causes of the 2008 global financial crisis may be unproductive,
because the multiple and complex nature of those causes cannot be dealt with briefly and might require a book
with multiple chapters instead of a relatively brief college essay. Or writing about the proposed effect of the World
Health Organization’s initiative to eliminate rabies by 2030 through dog vaccinations and more available health
education may be unproductive, because the effect is very focused and can be stated in a few sentences. On the
other hand, writing about the effects of the 2008 crash on Baby Boomers’ retirement plans, or writing about
causes of rabies in rural areas in India, may be more productive, as these foci can be tackled within the
framework of a college essay.

View the following video for more information about cause and effect essays.

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/w4ryzSDY4Jk?feature=oembed

Here are some graphic organizers for cause and effect essays.
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Cause and Effect in Action

Make sure to read sample Cause and Effect essays in the Sample Essays section of this text.
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THESIS SENTENCES FOR PATTERNS OF
DEVELOPMENT

Here’s a key concept to apply as you draft an essay using a pattern of development: indicate the pattern ofindicate the pattern of
thought in your thesisthought in your thesis.

Use the wording of your thesis to identify the thought pattern, main concepts, and order of support in the essay.
Each of these patterns suggests a specific order for the topic sentences and units of support.

Here are some examples, for an essay on the topic of growing organic vegetables. You should be able to
anticipate, just by reading the thesis, the exact pattern of development and type of information that’s coming in the
essay. It’s usually a good idea to use words that clearly identify the pattern of development right in the thesis
sentence.
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PatternPattern Thesis*Thesis*

Process
Analysis

Growing organic vegetables requires many specific [steps], including choosing the right
location, preparing the earth in a certain way, and dealing organically with pests, among
others.

Comparison
& Contrast

The organic farming of vegetables is both [similar and different] to non-organic vegetable
farming, in terms of process, ingredients, and cost.

Classification
& Division

There are [many different ways] of growing vegetables organically, depending on factors as
individual and diverse as purpose, soil, and resources.

Cause &
Effect

There are many [reasons why] all vegetable farms should incorporate organic farming
techniques into their vegetable production.

Combination
Both organic and commercial vegetable growing have [similar processes]; however, growing
vegetables organically has many beneficial [effects] on the environment in each [step of the
process], [compared] to non-organic methods.

*[words that identify the pattern of development are in brackets]

Here’s a second key concept: all of these traditional essay patterns or structures can be used in many types ofall of these traditional essay patterns or structures can be used in many types of
essays and other types of writingessays and other types of writing.

• A research paper might use cause and effect structure, if the purpose is to research causes and/or
effects of an inactive adult lifestyle. A news editorial might also use cause and effect structure, if the
purpose is to focus on the effects of school shootings on the survivors.

• An analytical essay might use a comparison and contrast structure, if the purpose is to analyze two
theories of child development. A business proposal might also use comparison and contrast structure, if
the purpose is to show how the action proposed is more cost-effective, less time-consuming, and easier
to do than the alternative solutions.

• A logical argument essay might use a division and classification structure, if the purpose is to offer
different theories about causes of stress in children under the age of eight. A white paper for a
community planning board might also use division and classification structure, if the purpose is to offer
different categories of reasons reasons why building traffic circles is a good or bad idea for the
community.

• An observation/reflection essay might use a process analysis structure, if the purpose is to explain a
series of events that occurred. A procedures manual for managers might also use a process analysis
structure if the purpose is to explain how to deal with an employee argument as it escalates.

And here’s a third key concept: patterns of development can be combined, and in fact often are combined, inpatterns of development can be combined, and in fact often are combined, in
essays and other forms of writing.essays and other forms of writing.

If your thesis makes an argument about the need to clarify laws contesting a copyright, at different points in the
essay you might logically explain the reasons behind copyright (cause), different types of copyright (comparison
and contrast), different types of material that can be copyrighted (division and classification), and current steps in
contesting a copyright (process analysis). All of these thought patterns are usable individually and in
combination.

Finally, you can use these patterns of development as templates, especially when you’re starting out as a college
writer. As you progress as a writer, you’ll uncover many other ways to develop, organize, and present your ideas
that grow organically from your thesis, content, and purpose.
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SAMPLE ESSAYS

This section includes samples of various types of essays
common to college writing:

• Thesis-Support (Basic)
• Thesis-Support (also Cause and Effect)
• Sarah’s Essay in Process
• Logical Argument
• Research Essay in Process
• Process Analysis
• Comparison and Contrast
• Classification and Division
• Cause and Effect

THESIS-SUPPORT
(BASIC)

This link brings you to a very basic thesis-support essay
which is useful in terms of exemplifying basic essay parts
(you’ll be writing more developed essays):

Sample Argumentative Essay
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THESIS-SUPPORT (ALSO CAUSE AND EFFECT)

The following is a good example of a thesis-support essay from student Dillon
Charter, on “The Health Benefits of Watching Movies.” It also uses cause
and effect structure, identifying some unexpected effects of a particular
cause, watching TV.

Download Thesis-Support Essay (also cause and effect)
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SARAH'S ESSAY IN PROCESS

Read the following, which shows the process one student,
Sarah, went through, from prewriting to final draft. Sarah’s
comments on her process are also included. Sarah
ended up writing an essay about public speaking online.

Download Sarah’s Essay in ProcessDownload Sarah’s Essay in Process
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Reading

Before you start writing your own Position Paper, we will read some Position Papers so that we can get more
familiar with this type of writing. This will give you a clearer idea of what your own essay could be like and make
it easier for you to get started writing your essay.The essays I would like you to read are “Online Monitoring: A
Threat to Employee Privacy in the Wired Workplace” and “Performance Enhancement through Biotechnology
Has No Place in Sports.”

These essays are excellent references for you because they contain notes in the margins that explain the
components of the essays and MLA format.

LOGICAL ARGUMENT

The following links brings you to sample logical argument essays on two college’s web pages.

Skyline CollegeSkyline College has six sample essays. Each essay is annotated, with comments about specific essay
characteristics.

Skyline College – Argumentative Essays: MLA Sample Argumentative Papers

Leeward Community CollegeLeeward Community College has two sample essays, each with annotations. These essays are themselves links
in a page called Position Paper, listed under the heading “Reading.” It looks like this, at this page:
https://sites.google.com/a/hawaii.edu/lee-oer-eng100/week11

All of these essays are interesting, student-written
samples of thesis-support and logical argument essays.
Note that while most of these samples contain research
and use MLA format, some do not use the newest MLA
conventions, which are in the MLA’s 8th edition of their
citation guidelines.
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RESEARCH ESSAY IN PROCESS

Excelsior College’s OWL has a series of videos on pages devoted to the research writing process.
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Excelsior Online Writing Lab: The Research Process – See It In Practice

In the left-hand column, you’ll see the site’s navigation.
Open the Research portion by clicking on the + sign.
You’ll see a list of pages, each with its own + to open.
Open each item in the Research list, and watch each
video called “See it in Practice” for each item in the list.
These videos will give you an excellent sense of the
research writing process.

Note that these samples use APA citation format. For
MLA citation format, refer to any of the following sample
essays:

• Thesis-Support (also Cause and Effect)
• Sarah’s Essay in Process
• Logical Argument

Licensing & AttributionsLicensing & Attributions

CC licensed content, Shared previouslyCC licensed content, Shared previously

• image of students at many long library tables. Authored byAuthored by: andrew_t8. Provided byProvided by: Pixabay. Located atLocated at: https://pixabay.com/en/library-la-trobe-study-students-1400312/. LicenseLicense: CC0: No Rights Reserved

PROCESS ANALYSIS

Make sure to read:Make sure to read:

• an example from a student writer, Jenna Hudson, of a
process analysis essay written about “How to Properly Wash
your Face,” from Excelsior College’s OWL

• an example of process analysis from professional writer Anne
Lamott in her essay, “Shitty First Drafts”

Additional samples:Additional samples:

• another student sample and multiple professional examples of
Process Analysis essays from the text, Writing for Success,
“Process Analysis Essay”
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COMPARISON AND CONTRAST

Make sure to read:Make sure to read:

• an example from a student writer, Sebastian
Williams, of a comparison and contrast essay
written about “Social Media Giants,” from
Excelsior College’s OWL.

Additional samples:Additional samples:

• student samples of basic comparison and
contrast essays from the ITU SFL Independent
Learning Center (sample essays start on page
3).

• student sample of a basic comparison and
contrast essay, from Leeward Community
College.

• another student sample and multiple professional
examples of Comparison and Contrast essays from the text, Writing for Success.
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CLASSIFICATION AND DIVISION

Make sure to read:Make sure to read:

• an example from a student writer, Alexander
Eberhart, on “Ethos, Pathos, and Logos in
Television Commercials,” from Excelsior
College’s OWL

• an example of classification and division from
professional writer Keith Rosen, “The Seven
Types of Managers – Where Do You Stand?”

Note that although this example is written as an
article and not an academic essay, Rosen still has a
working thesis and topic sentences providing an
assertion about each type of manager (the topic
sentences are not the numbered items, but are the
first sentences of each category). To become an
academic essay, the topic sentences and support would be developed further about each type of manager,
and the headings would be deleted in favor of those topic sentences.

Additional samples:Additional samples:

• another student sample and multiple professional examples of Classification and Division essays in the
text, Writing for Success
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CAUSE AND EFFECT

Make sure to read:Make sure to read:

• an example from student writer, Jonathan Twine,
on “The Contextual Effects of Cell Phone Use on
Students,” from Excelsior College’s OWL

Additional samples:Additional samples:

• another student and multiple professional
examples of Cause and Effect essays in the text,
Writing for Success

• student sample Thesis Support (also Cause and
Effect) essay in this Sample Essays section
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SELECT GRAMMAR, PUNCTUATION, &
WRITING RESOURCES

In this section, you will find resources to help you write papers that are free of grammatical and mechanical errors.

Topics in this section include:Topics in this section include:

• Sentence Fragments
• Run-on Sentences
• Parallel Structure
• Commas
• Semicolons and Colons
• Apostrophes and Quotation Marks
• Commonly Confused Words
• Links to Writing Sites

SENTENCE FRAGMENTS

Complete sentences have three important parts:

1. a subject or actor
2. a verb or action
3. words to complete the thought

Sentence fragments are simply grammatically incomplete
sentences—they lack one of the three important parts. So
how can you tell the difference between a sentence and a
sentence fragment? And how can you fix sentence
fragments?

As you learn about fragments, keep in mind that sentence
length is not very helpful in identifying a fragment. Both of
the items below are fragments:

• Before you go.
• Ensuring his own survival with his extensive

cache of supplies (food, water, rope, tarps,
knives, and a first aid kit).

Common Causes of Sentence
Fragments

Part of the reason we write in fragments is because we often speak that way. However, there is a difference
between writing and speech. While it’s fine to speak in partial sentences, it’s important to write in full sentences,
because your reading audience will not have access to the gestures, inflections, and other visual cues that make
partial sentences in speech understandable.
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In writing, sentence fragments also occur because they seem to link with other phrases or sentences, as in the
following examples: fragments are highlighted and enclosed in brackets

• As a child, Henry liked to run away from his mother. [Who always became frantic when that happened.]
• Make sure to keep your passwords in a separate place, which you keep private. [To ensure your safety

and security].
• [Insecure herself during elementary school]. Alice, as an elementary teacher, was therefore very

sensitive to other students with learning disabilities.

Fixing Sentence Fragments

There are two ways to fix sentence fragments:

1. add the missing element: a subject or actor, a verb or action, words to complete the thought
2. link the incomplete fragment with the phrase or sentence that comes before or after, as appropriate

Examples:Examples: fragments are highlighted and enclosed in brackets

• Karen appeared at the committee meeting last week. [And convincingly presented her ideas about the
new product].

Possible corrections:

Karen appeared at the committee meeting last week. She convincingly presented her ideas about the
new product. [added a subject to the fragment]

Karen appeared at the committee meeting last week and convincingly presented her ideas about the
new product. [connected the two pieces]

• The committee considered her ideas for a new marketing strategy quite powerful. [The best ideas that
they had heard in years.]

Possible corrections:

The committee considered her ideas for a new marketing strategy quite powerful. They were the best
ideas that they had heard in years. [added a subject and verb]

The committee considered her ideas for a new marketing strategy quite powerful; in fact, they were the
best ideas that they had heard in years. [connected the pieces and added a subject and verb]

• [Because Karen’s ideas were so powerful.] The committee voted to implement them immediately. And
they put Karen in charge of the implementation.

Possible corrections:

Karen’s ideas were so powerful. The committee voted to implement them immediately. And they put
Karen in charge of the implementation. [added a subject]

Because Karen’s ideas were so powerful, the committee voted to implement them immediately, and
they put Karen in charge of the implementation.

(Note that in this example, the second correction is better stylistically than the first. Although the
first correction is valid, the sentences are choppy. Sometimes one way to correct a sentence
fragment will be easier or more obvious than others. Note as well that the last part, “and they put
Karen in charge of the implementation,” is actually not a sentence fragment, even though some
fragments start with “and,” “but,” or “or.” It’s not a fragment because there is a subject or actor,
“they,” a verb or action, “put,” and words to complete the thought.)

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/_loC2XMeqxc?feature=oembed

https://www.youtube.com/embed/_loC2XMeqxc?feature=oembed


PRACTICEPRACTICE

Identify the fragments in the sentences below. Why are they fragments? What are some possible solutions?

1. The corporation wants to begin a new marketing push in educational software. Although, the more
conservative executives of the firm are skeptical.

2. Include several different sections in your proposal. For example, a discussion of your personnel and
their qualifications, your expectations concerning the schedule of the project, and a cost breakdown.

3. The research team has completely reorganized the workload. Making sure that members work in
areas of their own expertise and that no member is assigned proportionately too much work.

AnswerAnswer

Here are some possible revisions for the sentences. Remember, there are multiple solutions. Pay attention to
the principles used to create the revised sentence.

1. In the fragment “Although, the more conservative executives of the firm are skeptical,” the
subordinating conjunction although is being used as an adverbial conjunction in this sentence. There
are two simple revision to resolve the fragment.

◦ Change although to be an adverbial conjunction: “The corporation wants to begin a new
marketing push in educational software. However, the more conservative executives of the
firm are skeptical.”

◦ Move the fragment to the beginning of the sentence and link it to the independent clause with
a comma after it: “Although the more conservative executives of the firm are skeptical, the
corporation wants to begin a new marketing push in educational software.”

2. The first sentence is a command; it is a correct sentence. The second sentence is a fragment,
however. The simplest change is to switch the period before “for example” out for a colon. Colons can
be followed by a phrase or dependent clause.

◦ Include several different sections in your proposal: for example, a discussion of your
personnel and their qualifications, your expectations concerning the schedule of the project,
and a cost breakdown.

3. The second sentence is a fragment. You can either change making to “they made” and have two
sentences, or you can change making to “in order to make sure.” In order to is a subordinating
conjunction, so it does not require a comma beforehand:

◦ The research team has completely reorganized the workload. They made sure that members
work in areas of their own expertise and that no member is assigned proportionately too
much work.

◦ The research team has completely reorganized the workload in order to make sure that
members work in areas of their own expertise and that no member is assigned
proportionately too much work.
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Note:Note: A run-on sentence is not merely a sentence that just goes on and on. A run-on sentence is a sentence
that is not correctly punctuated. Not every long sentence is a run-on sentence. For example, look at this quote
from The Great Gastby:

Its vanished trees, the trees that had made way for Gatsby’s house, had once pandered in whispers to the
last and greatest of all human dreams; for a transitory enchanted moment man must have held his breath
in the presence of this continent, compelled into an aesthetic contemplation he neither understood nor
desired, face to face for the last time in history with something commensurate to his capacity for wonder.

RUN-ON SENTENCES

Run-on sentences occur when two or more complete sentences (two or more units of subject-verb-words to
complete the thought) are incorrectly joined. Note that if the two sentences are inappropriately joined with only a
comma, the error is also called a comma splice.

Examples: each full sentence is indicated in a different
color and enclosed in brackets

• [Choosing a topic for a paper can be the hardest
part] but [it gets a lot easier after that].

• [Sometimes, books do not have the most up-to-
date information], [it is a good idea then to look
for articles in specialized periodicals].

There are three possible, correct ways to deal with two
complete sentences that you may want to link together:

1. add a comma + a linking word that indicates the idea relationship between the sentences (e.g., “and,”
“but,” “or,” etc.)

2. add a semi-colon between the end of the first sentence and the start of the second sentence
3. decide not to join the sentences, and separate them into two distinct sentences

The sentences in the example above are run-on sentences because they don’t have adequate linkage. They may
be corrected in the following ways:

Sentence 1

• Choosing a topic for a paper can be the hardest part, but it gets a lot easier after that. [add a
comma before the linking word, as you need both the comma and the linking word]

• Choosing a topic for a paper can be the hardest part; it gets a lot easier after that. [semi-colon linking the
sentences]

• Choosing a topic for a paper can be the hardest part. It gets a lot easier after that. [two separate,
complete sentences]

Sentence 2

• Sometimes, books do not have the most up-to-date information, so it is a good idea then to look for
articles in specialized periodicals. [add a linking word to the comma]

• Sometimes, books do not have the most up-to-date information; it is a good idea then to look for articles
in specialized periodicals. [semi-colon linking the sentences]

• Sometimes, books do not have the most up-to-date information. It is a good idea then to look for articles
in specialized periodicals. [two separate, complete sentences]



If you look at the punctuation, you’ll see that this quote is a single sentence. F. Scott Fitzgerald used commas
and semicolons is such a way that, despite its great length, the sentence is grammatically sound. Length is no
guarantee of a run-on sentence.

PRACTICEPRACTICE

Identify the run-on sentences in the following paragraph. Type a corrected version of the paragraph in the text
frame below:

I had the craziest dream the other night. My cousin Jacob and I were on the run from the law. Apparently
we were wizards and the law was cracking down on magic. So, we obviously had to go into hiding but I
lost track of Jacob and then I got picked up by a cop. But I was able to convince him that the government
was corrupt and that he should take me to my escape boat.

AnswerAnswer

The first two sentences are grammatically sound. The next sentence, however, is not.

Apparently we were wizards and the law was cracking down on magic.

This sentence just needs a comma inserted before the word and: Apparently we were wizards,, and the law was
cracking down on magic.

Let’s look at the next sentence:

So, we obviously had to go into hiding but I lost track of Jacob and then I got picked up by a cop.

This is also a run-on sentence. While So at the beginning of the sentence is technically fine, it’s
unnecessary, and many teachers dislike it as a transition word. There are three clauses in this run-on sentence,
so there are a few different ways you could rework it:

Common Causes of Run-Ons

We often write run-on sentences because we sense that the sentences involved are closely related and dividing
them with a period just doesn’t seem needed. We may also write them because the parts seem too short to need
any special punctuation, as in “She loves skiing but he doesn’t.” However, “She loves skiing” and “he doesn’t” are
both complete sentences, so they need to be linked by a both comma and a linking word, and not just a linking
word by itself in this case.

Special Cases with Linking Words

Some linking words present special cases: however, therefore, furthermore, additionally.

When you use these words in a sentence, you usually use a comma after them, e.g.:

• However, we decided to follow the GPS instead of his directions, and we did end up getting lost.
• Additionally, I like plums, mangoes, and bananas.
• Therefore, we concluded that eating at fancy restaurants was not feasible with our budget.

When you use these linking words to start the second sentence of two linked sentences, you need to use a semi-
colon or a period to link the two complete sentences, e.g.:

• We asked a farmer at the farm stand how to get to our B&B; however, we decided to follow the GPS
instead of his directions, and we did end up getting lost.

• I like oranges and apples; additionally, I like plums, mangoes, and bananas.
• Our dinner out last night ended up costing almost ninety-four dollars; therefore, we concluded that eating

at fancy restaurants was not feasible within our budget.

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/-vck6uK-kow?feature=oembed
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• We obviously had to go into hiding,, but I lost track of Jacob. After that, I got picked up by a cop.
• We obviously had to go into hiding. Unfortunately, I had lost track of Jacob and had gotten picked up

by a cop.

Let’s look at the final sentence:

But I was able to convince him that the government was corrupt and that he should take me to my escape
boat.

This sentence is technically okay, but the but at the start of the sentence is unnecessary, and it could be
removed without affecting the meaning of the sentence. Additionally, it may be helpful to clarify who he is:

I was able to convince the cop that the government was corrupt and that he should take me to my escape
boat.
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PARALLEL STRUCTURE

What exactly is parallel structure? It’s simply the practice of using the same format for similar items. Parallel
structure can be applied to a single sentence, a paragraph, or even multiple paragraphs. Compare the two
following sentences:

• Yara loves running, to swim, and biking.
• Yara loves running, swimming, and biking.

Was the second sentence a smoother read than the first? The second sentence uses parallelism—all three verbs
are in the same -ing form—whereas in the first sentence two use -ing form and one does not. Parallelism
improves writing style and readability, and it makes sentences easier to read and understand. Parallelism is like
running in the same direction. It would be disruptive to see a runner running the wrong way in a race.

Compare the following examples:

Lacking parallelism: “She likes cooking, jogging, and to
read.”

• Parallel: “She likes cooking, jogging, and
reading.”

• Parallel: “She likes to cook, jog, and read.”

Lacking parallelism: “The dog ran across the yard and
jumped over the fence, and down the alley he sprinted.”

• Parallel: “The dog ran across the yard, jumped
over the fence, and sprinted down the alley.”

For additional examples and explanations of parallelism, view the following video.

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/qvDNvS2M3QA?feature=oembed
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PRACTICEPRACTICE

Look at the following items. Identify and address any issues with parallelism.

1. Low self-esteem can manifest itself in various behaviors. Some individuals may become paralyzed at
the prospect of making a decision. Other individuals may bend their wills to others’ in order to keep the
peace. Yet another symptom is the retreat from society as a whole—to become isolated.

2. The influence of genetics on human behavior has been shown through studies of twins who were
separated at birth. Not only do these sets of individuals share many physical characteristics, but they
also tend to have the same sort of interests and biases and utilize similar mental processes.

3. Nocturne in Black and Gold (The Falling Rocket) by James Abbott McNeil Whistler is very emblematic
of the impressionist movement: its dark colors, contrast, and lack of definite form reflect the attitudes
of the day.

AnswerAnswer

1. The first two sentences that identify behaviors of low self-esteem both start with the
construction adjective + individuals + may verb. Changing the third sentence to match this
construction will create a stronger introduction to the paper:

◦ Low self-esteem can manifest itself in various behaviors. Some individuals may become
paralyzed at the prospect of making a decision. Other individuals may bend their wills to
others’ in order to keep the peace. Yet other individuals may retreat from society as a
whole and become isolated.

2. The ending clause “they also tend to have the same sort of interests and biases and utilize similar
mental processes” could be more parallel (and more succinct) than it currently is. You could revise it
to something like these:

◦ they also tend to have the same sort of interests, biases, and mental processes
◦ they also tend to have similar interests, biases, and mental processes

If you wanted to make the whole sentence more parallel, you may want to adjust the sentence to
match the structure of the phrase “Not only do these sets of individuals share many physical
characteristics”:

◦ Not only do these sets of individuals share many physical characteristics, but they also
share similar interests, biases, and mental processes.

3. The items in “its dark colors, contrast, and lack of definite form” don’t quite match up. While they are all
nouns, each item has a different structure (adjective noun, noun, noun + of + adjective noun). Here are
a couple suggestions for more parallel items:

◦ Its depth of color, intensity of contrast, and lack of form reflect the attitudes of the day.
◦ Its dark colors, intense contrast, and lax forms reflect the attitudes of the day.

Rhetoric and Parallelism

Parallelism can also involve repeated words or repeated phrases. These uses are part of “rhetoric” (a field that
focuses on persuading readers) Here are a few examples of repetition:

• “The inherent viceThe inherent vice of capitalism is the unequal sharing of blessings; the inherent virtuethe inherent virtue of socialism is the
equal sharing of miseries.” —Winston Churchill

• “Let every nation know, whether it wishes us well or ill, that we shall pay any price, bear any burden,pay any price, bear any burden,
meet any hardship, support any friend, oppose any foemeet any hardship, support any friend, oppose any foe to assure the survival and the success of liberty.”
—John F. Kennedy

• “And that government of the people, by the people, for the peopleof the people, by the people, for the people, shall not perish from the earth.”
—Abraham Lincoln, Gettysburg Address

When used this way, parallelism makes your writing or speaking much stronger. These repeated phrases seem to
bind the work together and make it more powerful—and more inspiring. This use of parallelism can be especially
useful in writing conclusions of academic papers or in persuasive writing.
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COMMAS

Commas are important. Consider the following sentences:

• Let’s eat, Grandma.
• Let’s eat Grandma.

Perhaps the best way to determine comma use is to remember the
comma’s fundamental function: it is a separator. Once you know this, the
next step is to determine what sorts of things generally require
separation using commas:

• lists
• transition words
• descriptive words and phrases
• dates and places

Lists

Use commas to separate items in a list, e.g.:

• Four-year-old Harry liked hot dogs, real dogs, and dog-eared pieces of paper.
• Pick up milk, bread, butter, eggs, fruit, and sausage for breakfast tomorrow.

Note that there is a comma before the “and” in the sentences above. Using a comma before the linking word and
last list item is actually a debated issue (among grammarians, at least). That last comma before the linking word
and last item is called an Oxford comma and/or a serial comma. It’s good to get used to using it, because there
are situations in which that last comma really helps to clarify the sentence.

The following example is adapted from an actual coupon for a restaurant that offered four breakfast sandwich
options – cheese, vegetable, bacon, and sausage:

• This coupon is good for cheese, vegetable, bacon and sausage breakfast sandwiches.

Without that last comma, it seems that the restaurant offers a sandwich containing both bacon and sausage.

Here’s another example, from a speech in which an award recipient is thanking her sisters as well as the
performers Beyoncé and Rhianna, who both aided her career:

• I’d like to thank my sisters, Beyoncé and Rhianna.

Without that last comma, it seems as though Beyoncé and Rhianna are the award recipient’s sisters instead of
the performers.

By always using a comma before the and in any series of three or more, you honor the distinctions between each
of the separated items, and you avoid potential confusion.
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Note:Note: As we mentioned, transition words require commas at the beginning or middle of a sentence. When they
appear between two complete ideas, however, a period or semicolon is required beforehand:

• Clint had been planning the trip with his kids for three months; however, when work called, he couldn’t
say no.

• Sam was retired. Nevertheless, he wanted to help out.

PRACTICEPRACTICE

The commas have been removed from the following sentences. Retype them, adding the correct commas back
in.

Transition Words

Transition words add new viewpoints to your material; commas before and after transition words help to separate
them from the sentence ideas they are describing. Transition words tend to appear at the beginning or in the
middle of a sentence:

• Therefore, the natural gas industry can only be understood fully through an analysis of these recent
political changes.

• The lead prosecutor was prepared, though, for just this situation.

Descriptive Phrases

Descriptive phrases often need to be separated from the things they describe. Descriptive phrases tend to occur
at the very beginning of a sentence, right after the subject of a sentence, or at the very end of a sentence:

• Near the end of the eighteenth century, James Hutton introduced a point of view that radically changed
scientists’ thinking about geologic processes.

• James Lovelock, who first measured CFCs globally, said in 1973 that CFCs constituted no conceivable
hazard.

• All of the major industrialized nations approved, making the possibility a reality.

In each example, the phrase separated by the comma could be deleted from the sentence without destroying the
sentence’s basic meaning. If the information is necessary to the primary sentence meaning, it should notnot be set
off by commas.

Dates and Places

Use a comma to separate day and year, and to separate year from the rest of the sentence, if more of the
sentence follows.

Use a comma to separate a city and state, and to separate the state from the rest of the sentence, if more of the
sentence follows.

For example:

• The river caught fire on July 4, 1968, in Cleveland, Ohio.
• We visited New Paltz, New York, on our tour of SUNY Colleges.

For additional explanations and examples, view the following video.

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/Tk8XYgyHZgk?feature=oembed

https://www.youtube.com/embed/Tk8XYgyHZgk?feature=oembed


1. Sergi Sousa the top-ranked shoe designer in Rhode Island is going to be at the party tonight.
2. Sergi only wears shoes that he created himself.
3. Nevertheless he is incredibly courteous and polite to everyone he meets.
4. He was born in Barcelona Spain on April 19 1987.

AnswerAnswer

1. Sergi Sousa, the top-ranked shoe designer in Rhode Island, is going to be at the party tonight.
◦ While it is interesting that Sergi is a top-ranked shoe designer, this information is not crucial

to the primary sentence meaning (Sergi is going to be at the party tonight). Thus, this
information should be set off with commas.

2. The sentence is correct as it is: “Sergi only wears shoes that he created himself.”
◦ The sentence does not have the same meaning if you get rid of the descriptive phrase (that

he created himself). Thus, no commas are needed.
3. Nevertheless, he is incredibly courteous and polite to everyone he meets.

◦ Nevertheless is a transition word, so a comma is required after it.
4. He was born in Barcelona, Spain, on April 19, 1987.

◦ There should be commas around Spain, and before 1987. These are adjacent items, and
they should be set off with commas.

Because comma use is so important, here’s some additional practice.

PRACTICEPRACTICE

The commas have been removed from the following sentences. Retype them, adding the correct commas back
in.

1. Victor and Ava were house-sitting for Ava’s uncle while he was on vacation.
2. Ava had purchased food at a grocery store and Victor decided to cook Ava one of her favorite meals.
3. Ava’s favorite meals are cauliflower soup steak and eggs lasagna and chicken parmigiana.
4. Victor thought about the work needed for each meal. Unfortunately his skills were mostly limited to

eating buying or serving food.
5. Victor and Ava decided to choose a restaurant and go out to eat.

AnswerAnswer

1. The sentence is correct as it stands: “Victor and Ava were house-sitting for Ava’s uncle while he was
on vacation.”

2. Ava had purchased food at a grocery store, and Victor decided to cook Ava one of her favorite meals.
◦ There are two complete ideas in this sentence. They need to be separated by a comma and

a coordinating conjunction.
3. Ava’s favorite meals are cauliflower soup, steak and eggs, lasagna, and chicken parmigiana.

◦ There should be a comma after each item, including just before the conjunction and.
◦ Steak and eggs is a single item, so there should only be a comma at the end of it, not after

steak and after eggs.
4. Victor thought about the work needed for each meal. Unfortunately, his skills were mostly limited to

eating, buying, or serving food.
◦ Unfortunately is an introductory word, and it should be followed by a comma.
◦ There are three items in the list of Victor’s skills: eating, buying, and serving. There should be

a comma after each item, including just before the conjunction or.
5. The sentence is correct as it stands: “Victor and Ava decided to choose a restaurant and go out to

eat.”
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SEMICOLONS AND COLONS

Semicolons

There are only two cases in which to use semi-colons:

1. to connect two complete sentences (two units of subject-verb-
words to complete the thought) so as to avoid run-on sentences

2. to separate items in a list within a sentence when the items
themselves contain commas

For example:

• Anika’s statue is presently displayed in the center of the exhibit;
this location makes it a focal point and allows it to direct the flow of
visitors to the museum.

• As a photographer for National Geographic, Renato had been to a
lot of different places including São Paulo, Brazil; Kobe, Japan; Kyiv, Ukraine; and Barcelona, Spain.

• As an engineering assistant, I had a variety of duties: participating in pressure ventilation surveys;
completing daily drafting, surveying, and data compilation; and acting as a company representative
during a roof-bolt pull test.

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/WMKufGCs1Ec?feature=oembed

Colons

Colons are used to:

1. introduce a list after an independent clause/complete sentence –
this is the most common use

2. create emphasis

The colon is like a sign on the highway, announcing that something important
is coming. It acts as an arrow pointing forward, telling you to read on for
important information. A common analogy used to explain the colon is that it
acts like a flare in the road, signaling that something meaningful lies ahead.

For example: (and this is one example of introducing a list)

• A compost facility may not be located as follows: within 300 feet of
an exceptional-value wetland, within 100 feet of a perennial stream,
or within 50 feet of a property line.

• To address this problem, we must turn to one of the biologist’s most fundamental tools: the Petri dish.
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PRACTICE: SEMI-COLONS & COLONSPRACTICE: SEMI-COLONS & COLONS

Are the semicolons and colons used correctly in the following sentences? Write your corrections and comments
in the text frame below. The sentences have been numbered to aid in your comments.

(1) The Antikythera mechanism is an ancient
analogue computer likely used for several
purposes including: predicting astronomical
positions and eclipses and
calculating Olympiads: the cycles of the
ancient Olympic Games. (2) The device is a
complex clockwork mechanism composed of
at least 30 meshing bronze gears. (3) Its
remains were found as one lump; it was
recovered from a shipwreck, and the device
was originally housed in a wooden box.
(4) This lump was later separated into 82
separate fragments after extensive
conservation work.

(5) The artifact was recovered probably in
July 1901 from the Antikythera shipwreck off
the Greek island of Antikythera. (6) Believed
to have been designed and constructed by
Greek scientists; the instrument has recently
been dated to 205 BC. (7) After the
knowledge of this technology was lost at
some point in antiquity, technological
artifacts approaching its complexity and workmanship did not appear again until the development of
mechanical astronomical clocks in Europe in the fourteenth century.

(8) All known fragments of the Antikythera mechanism are kept at the National Archaeological Museum,
Athens.

AnswerAnswer

There are two colons in sentence one. The first colon is incorrect: a colon that introduces a list must be
preceded by a complete idea. Removing the colon is the easiest solution. (Another solution would be to change
the sentence so it reads “. . . several purposes, including the following: predicting . . . .”

The second colon in sentence 1 is technically correct, as the colon introduces a clarification on the first part of
the sentence. However, the colon places an importance on the definition of Olympiads that is not necessary.
The focus of this passage is the Antikythera. Using a comma or parentheses to set off the definition would be
more appropriate.

Sentence three is two complete ideas joined by a semicolon. The sentence is technically correct. However, the
second idea explains why the first is true (the artifact was found as a single lump because it was encased in
wood that rotted around it). A colon might fit better in this instance.

In sentence six, the semicolon is misused. It is preceded by the incomplete idea “Believed to have been
designed and constructed by Greek scientists.” There is only a verb, not a subject, so it can’t stand on its own.
The semicolon should be replaced by a comma.

• In low carbon steels, banding tends to affect two properties in particular: tensile ductility and yield
strength.

• The Petri dish is essential: it’s one of the biologist’s most fundamental tools.

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/I12qwxQn5_s?feature=oembed

Here’s one last detailed and useful review of semi-colons and colons.

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/Q1CQUivEths?feature=oembed
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APOSTROPHES AND QUOTATION MARKS

Apostrophes

Use apostrophes in two in two main instances:

1. to show possession
2. in contractions

Possession

Singular words, whether or not they end in s, are made possessive by
adding an apostrophe + s. For plural words that end in s, indicate
possession simply by adding the apostrophe at the end without an
additional s. However, for a plural that does not end in an s (e.g., bacteria),
add an apostrophe + s. For example:

• a student’s paper
• one hour’s passing
• Illinois’s law
• interviewees’ answers (more than one interviewee; if it were just

one, you would write interviewee’s answers)
• her professors’ office (an office shared by two or more professors;

if it were just one professor you would write her professor’s office)

Contractions

A contraction is a shortened phrase. He will becomes he’ll, are not becomes aren’t, would have becomes
would’ve, and it is becomes it’s. In all of these cases, the apostrophe stands in for the missing letters.

Other Apostrophe Uses and Misuses

Apostrophes may also be used to clarify words such as “mind your p’s and q’s.” However, only use apostrophes
to clarify information when it would be confusing not to use it (ps and qs is confusing without the apostrophe). For
example, you write “1920s America” or “CDs are now almost obsolete technology” without the apostrophe.

One common misuse of apostrophes is in names, incorrectly substituting an apostrophe for a plural. You may
see a sign in front of a house that says The Jones’. If the Jones family meant to indicate that many of them lived
there, which is usually the case, then the names should be pluralized: The Joneses. The apostrophe shows
possession, and would need to be clarified by adding the possession intended, e.g., The Jones’ house.
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PRACTICEPRACTICE

Read the following passage. Identify any errors with apostrophes. Type the corrected words in the text frame
below:

Thanks to NASAs’NASAs’ team of sniffers, led by George Aldrich, astronauts can breathe a little bit easier. Aldrich
is the “chief sniffer” at the White Sands Test Facility in New Mexico. His’sHis’s job is to smell items before they
can be flown in the space shuttle.

Aldrich explained that smells change in space and that once astronauts are up there, theirtheir stuck with
whatever smells are onboard with them. In space, astronauts aren’t able to open the window for extra
ventilation. He also said that itsits important not to introduce substances that will change the delicate balance
of the climate of the International Space Station and the space shuttle.

AnswerAnswer

Here is the passage with the errors in bold:

Thanks to NASAs’NASAs’ team of sniffers, led by George Aldrich, astronauts can breathe a little bit easier. Aldrich
is the “chief sniffer” at the White Sands Test Facility in New Mexico. His’sHis’s job is to smell items before they
can be flown in the space shuttle.

Aldrich explained that smells change in space and that once astronauts are up there, theirtheir stuck with
whatever smells are onboard with them. In space, astronauts aren’t able to open the window for extra
ventilation. He also said that itsits important not to introduce substances that will change the delicate balance
of the climate of the International Space Station and the space shuttle.

NASAs’NASAs’ should be NASA’sNASA’s. His’sHis’s doesn’t need the apostrophe + s. In fact, possessive pronouns don’t require
apostrophes at all. His’sHis’s should be HisHis. TheirTheir is a possessive pronoun; the correct word is they’rethey’re, which is a
contraction of the words they are. ItsIts is a possessive pronoun; the correct word is it’sit’s, which is a contraction of
the words it is.

The contraction aren’t is used correctly in the passage.

Finally, note that you do not need an apostrophe with a pronoun that shows possession (e.g., theirs, yours, ours,
his, hers).

Quotation Marks

Use double quotation marks in three instances:

1. writing a direct quotation from another source
2. calling attention to a word, or using a common word

in a special way (use in special cases only; do not
overuse)

3. identifying a chapter or a smaller piece of a text (a
title of the whole text usually is put into italics)

For example:

• He said “I’ll never forget you.” It was the best moment of my life.
• Yogi Berra famously said, “A nickel ain’t worth a dime anymore.”
• I can never say “Worcestershire” correctly.
• The article, “Seven Ways to Prepare Stew,” is an interesting addition to September’s Cooking Common

magazine.

Use single quotation marks in one instance:

1. for a quote within a quote

For example:



PRACTICEPRACTICE

Has the following passage been punctuated correctly? Type any corrections in the text frame below:

Gabrielly and Marcelo both knew a lot of “fun facts” that they liked to share with each other. Yesterday
Gabrielly said to Marcelo, “Did you know that wild turkeys can run up to twenty-five miles per hour?”

“Well, an emu can run twice that speed,” Marcelo responded.

“Did you know that there’s a dinosaur-themed park in Poland called JuraPark Bałtów”? Gabrielly asked.

Marcelo then told her about “Rusik, the first Russian police sniffer cat, who helped search for illegal
cargoes of fish and caviar”.

AnswerAnswer

There are five sets of quotation marks in this passage. Let’s look at each set.

The first set, around fun facts, may or may not be appropriate. If the intent is to emphasize the facts, then the
quotes are incorrect. However, if you want to indicate that the facts aren’t actually fun (and possibly annoying),
the quotes are appropriate.

The second and third sets are used correctly, and their surrounding punctuation is also correct. Remember,
commas always go inside quotation marks.

The fourth set starts correctly; however, the question mark at the end should be inside the quotation marks,
since the quote is a question.

• Stephen asked, “Do you know which Shakespeare play contains ‘the quality of mercy’ speech?”

Punctuating Quotations

Commas and periods always go inside the end quotation marks.

• Correct: The people of the pine barrens are often called “pineys.”
• Incorrect: The people of the pine barrens are often called “pineys”.
• Correct: “Because I like baseball so much,” Harry said, “my family tends to give me trips to different

ballparks for my birthday.”
• Incorrect: “Because I like baseball so much”, Harry said, “my family tends to give me trips to different

ballparks for my birthday.”

Semi-colons, colons, and dashes always go outside of the quotation marks, unless these punctuation marks are
actually part of the original quotation.

• Correct: This measurement is commonly known as “dip angle”; dip angle is the angle formed between a
normal plane and a vertical.

• Incorrect: This measurement is commonly known as “dip angle;” dip angle is the angle formed between a
normal plane and a vertical.

Question marks and exclamation points can go either inside or outside of the end quotation marks, depending on
whether the punctuation mark itself is part of the quotation. If it is, then the question mark or exclamation point
stays inside the end quotation mark. If it is not, then the question mark or exclamation point goes outside the end
quotation mark.

• When she was asked the question “Are rainbows possible in winter?” she answered by examining
whether raindrops freeze at temperatures below 0 °C. (Quoted material retains its own punctuation.)

• Did he really say “Dogs are the devil’s henchmen”? (The quote is a statement, but the full sentence is a
question.)

• I’m amazed that Carlos said “cats are preferable to dogs”! (This sentence is correct, because the initial
phrase indicates that the sentence writer is the one amazed; Carlos’ quotation is a statement and not
exclamation. If the exclamation point were inside of the end quotation mark, it would make Carlos’
statement an exclamation, which is not what the initial phrase indicates.)



“Did you know that there’s a dinosaur-themed park in Poland called JuraPark Bałtów?” Gabrielly asked.

The fifth set surrounds an approximation of what Marcelo said. This means no quotation marks are
needed. However, even if the quotes were needed, the sentence would still be incorrect: periods always go
inside quotation marks.

• Marcelo then told her about Rusik, the first Russian police sniffer cat, who helped search for illegal
cargoes of fish and caviar.

• Marcelo then said, “Rusik, the first Russian police sniffer cat, helped search for illegal cargoes of fish
and caviar.”
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COMMONLY CONFUSED WORDS

There are three groups of words commonly confused. The very final step in revising your essay is proofreading;
as part of the proofreading process, make sure that you use the following word groups correctly:

1. its / it’s
2. there / their / they’re
3. your / you’re

Its/It’s

Its without the apostrophe shows possession. It means “belonging to it.” E.g., Its name is really Albuquerque,
which is an unusual name for a dog.

It’s with the apostrophe means “it is.” E.g., It’s an indication of Maureen’s own personality that she gives her dogs
unusual names.

If you don’t know which form to use, put the phrase “it is” into your sentence. If it makes sense, then you want to
use it’s.

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/sq6JkXk4kDg?feature=oembed

There/Their/They’re

There indicates a location. E.g., Please move the McMasters’ possessions over there.

Their indicates possession. It means “belonging to them.” E.g., Because the McMasters are in the witness
protection program, their names change as often as their locations.
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They’re is a contraction of “they are.” E.g., Because the McMasters are in the witness protection program, their
names change as often as their locations, and they’re really tired of having to learn new backstories when they
move from here to there.

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/m-RC-Zf89jo?feature=oembed

Your/You’re

Your indicates possession. It means “belonging to you.” E.g., Some people believe that your name influences
how others interact with you.

You’re is a contraction of “you are.” E.g., Even though some people believe that your name influences how others
interact with you, you’re more likely to influence interpersonal interaction through your own personality and
outlook on life.

Watch this video online: https://www.youtube.com/embed/yPlpE0ZO3NI?feature=oembed
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LINKS TO WRITING SITES

For fuller information about writing processes, types, and
concepts, you may want to access the following sites,
which are all very useful resources for college writers:

Excelsior Online Writing Lab– Excelsior College’s OWL
contains sample essays, videos, and many resources to
aid academic writers.

Writing Commons – Writing Commons is an open access
site devoted to helping college students with all aspects of
writing: academic, creative, and professional.

Purdue OWL – Purdue University’s Online Writing Lab
contains many comprehensive handouts on writing
processes, citing sources, grammar, and more.

ESC Writing Resources – SUNY Empire State College’s online writing lab covers all aspects of academic writing
processes, such as prewriting processes, essay writing, punctuation, and more.

Writing@CSU The Writing Studio – Colorado State University’s very comprehensive site contains information,
exercises, links to free online textbooks on writing, and more. You will have to create an account to use all of the
material, but the account is free.

Genres of Writing – Duke University’s Thompson Writing Program’s page on Genres of Writing links to useful
handouts on just about any type of academic writing (e.g., annotated bibliography, film review, lab report, relating
multiple texts, and more), in addition to linking to handouts related to essay writing.
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The Word on College Reading and Writing – an open educational resource (OER) textbook that covers skills
related to reading and understanding college-level texts and writing about texts, in addition to including
information about college writing processes.

About Writing: A Guide – an open educational resource (OER) textbook that includes sections on grammar and
English as a Second Language challenges, in addition to information about college writing processes.
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