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Background Material

Organizing Notes and Other Materials 

Having most of the materials for a college course freely available on the web saves students from having to buy an expensive textbook, and it also decreases the amount of reading they need to do. In using a textbook, most instructors assign entire chapters, even if they do not consider all of the material in that chapter to be important. The relatively new, hypertext format of web-based courses does, however, present many students with some confusion as they attempt to deal with what, at first, appears to be an inundation of printouts. How are you to keep them organized? 

To answer that question, we should look at the types of print-outs that you will be making. They basically fall into four categories: 

1) weekly assignment schedules and short assignments, 

2) major instructional materials, 

3) major paper assignments, and

4) syntax materials.

You will be directed to print out all the material you need, week-by-week, on the Tentative Course Schedules.

Organizing the Major Instructional and Short Assignment Materials

To organize this material, the syllabus says that you should have one more 3-ring notebooks, several two-pocket folders (preferably of different colors), and, of course, a notebook for taking notes in class. You do not need to bring everything to class every class period. All you need to bring to class are your notebook for taking notes and any materials directly associated with the day’s assignment.
Use one two-pocket folder for the materials that are due on the specific class day or, if you wish, week. [Note that the tentative schedules are organized by week.] When you are finished with those materials, transfer them to a 3-ring notebook. The best way to organize the 3-ring notebooks is to keep the major instructional materials together, in order, at the beginning of the book.

You will be directed to print out parts of this material, as you need it, in the tentative course schedules. Some students like to put tabs on the first pages of various print-outs so that they can find them easier in the notebook, but that is up to you. Keep the other materials from weekly assignments in the notebook, in order, after the major instructional material. You never need to bring the 3-ring notebooks to class.

Organizing Materials for Major Papers

There are five “major” papers in ENL 111. When a major paper is assigned, you should print the assignment, the checklist, the grading sheets, and anything else that is part of the assignment. Keep these in a separate two-pocket folder. Most students like to keep their storming, outlines, drafts, etc. for that paper in the same two-pocket folder. Bring that folder to class whenever the major paper is the direct focus of the class period. When the paper is due, transfer everything in the folder to a 9x12 envelope. I strongly suggest that you keep everything related to each paper once you get it back, but how and where you do so is entirely up to you. 

Taking Notes in Class
In academic college courses, you are expected to take notes, not only on what you are assigned to read, but also on what is said in class. I expect you to take notes on the readings and during every class, labeling them with the date. At the end of any class, I may decide to collect and grade your notes – on quality as well as quantity. I may also collect and grade your notes on assigned reading. If the reading is from a web site, you may simply hand in your print-out of the assignment – with your notes on it. The grade will count as a quiz grade. 

If you follow these suggestions, you should not have a problem keeping track of the materials and your notes for this course. Remember that, if you do not have convenient access to the web, assignments are posted on the Tentative Schedules at least one full week before they are due. This means that you should be able to find one block of time, once a week, to get to a computer lab and print all the materials that you need for the following week. If you run into persistent problems with this, please discuss them with me early in the semester.

Writing In-Class Essays: 

TOW: Think, Organize, Write 

Most students hate in-class writing assignments, and English teachers argue about their value. We will be doing them for five reasons: 

1. I need samples of your writing under controlled conditions. 

2. You will have to write in-class essays and essay exams in other courses, so you need the practice. 

3. Once you do a few, you may be surprised both at how well you do and at how much easier it will be to write major papers. 

4. There are a few things about them that I may be able to teach you. 

5. Some of the teachers who are arguing, particularly those who teach part-time and hold other jobs, have noted that “in the real world,” people do not have the time to brainstorm, outline, draft, revise, and edit. Real writing, they claim, is often much more like the writing of in-class essays.

Whenever you are asked or required to write something, you should think about why you are being asked to do it. This is particularly true in the case of in-class writing, whether it be a separate essay or an essay question in a longer exam. In college, in-class essays and essay questions on exams are usually meant to give you the opportunity to show how well you have understood the material you have been studying. In most cases, two things are being questioned: 1) Do you know what topics (or parts) are relevant to the question? 2) How many of the relevant facts, examples, etc. can you remember? To write a good response, you need to mentally review what you studied that applies to the question. The odds are that there are at least two or three “points” that are relevant. These “points” may be such things as causes of X, methods of X, types of X, etc. In mentally reviewing them, you are preparing to make a brief outline of your answer. Then, as you write your essay, you show the most relevant facts, examples, etc. that you can remember (or think of) for each point. What you should do, in a word, is TOW. 

TOW is an acronym for “Think, Organize, Write.” Many students have told me that writing TOW at the top of the page helps them handle in-class writing, not just in my class, but also in many others. The idea is to Think first (Brainstorm), then Organize (Outline), then Write (Draft). Organized drafts are what is expected in in-class writing. If you have time, you should go back and revise, crossing-out and/or inserting words or sentences. Use arrows to show sentences or paragraphs that you want to move. If you still have time, you should attempt to edit. Doing so shows that you care.

Think:
1. Read the question carefully. 
2. Look for all the things it asks you to do. 

Organize:
1. Does the question imply an organization to the answer? Explain the causes of the Civil War. (Organization = list of causes.) 

2. Make a list of two or three points you intend to cover. 

Write:
1. Turn the question into a thesis. “There were four major causes of the Civil War.”
2. Write a brief introduction that ends with your thesis statement. 

3. Write a paragraph about each point. 

4. Write something as an ending.

One Last Suggestion: Remember KISS
A few students outsmart themselves by writing in-class essays that are too complex, too sophisticated. Particularly in the case of in-class writing, it is important to remember to KEEP IT SIMPLE BECAUSE THE INSTRUCTOR IS STUPID! Consider what happens to your essays. The instructor takes them home. Instructors have lives. They have homes, families, hobbies. They also now have a set of in-class essays to read and grade. I have suggested above what the instructors are probably going to be looking for when they read those essays. They are going to read those essays as quickly as possible. If you get fancy, by hiding your thesis, by going off on tangents, by getting creative and sophisticated, the instructor may well miss what you are doing. They simply do not expect such things and are not looking for them. Psychologists have shown that we (humans) see what we are looking for. If the instructor misses what you are doing, who will suffer? Do yourself a favor, KISS. 

Tips from English Tutors at the Penn College Tutoring Center

The following suggestions were sent to faculty members by the Tutoring Center. Pay attention to them.

Before writing an entire draft, show us an outline or one body paragraph of a paper if you’re not sure you’re on the right track. 

Give us your best effort when you bring in your draft. Before you see us, you should do your best to check for clarity and organization, as well as proofread for grammar, sentence structure, and spelling. 

Type your draft, if at all possible, using double spacing. Any tutor can refuse to read a paper if it is handwritten or illegible. 

Allow time for revision after you work with us. One hour is not enough time to rewrite and retype a paper – an extensive revision could take a day or more. 

Bring your assignment sheet, if you have one; or be prepared to explain assignment requirements to your tutor. 

Let the tutor know if your instructor stresses any particular elements of writing, such as transitions or strong thesis statements. 

Plan to stay in the tutoring center and work with the tutor. Because tutors try to help you learn to improve your own writing, we discourage “drop-offs.” We are not proofreaders. 

Remember that English tutors are particularly busy at mid-term and the end of the semester. You might need to wait for a tutor at times like these. 

Feel free to visit more than one tutor to receive other viewpoints or opinions about a paper. 

Recognize that ultimately, you are responsible for your own paper. English tutors can only offer suggestions regarding your assignments; you then need to decide which suggestions you want to use. 

The Smartest People Ask the “Stupid” Questions

It was one of those ephiphanic moments that become etched in one’s brain. I can still remember the scene – the parking lot of the auto parts store, my father’s 1968 blue-green Chevy, the blue sky and cumulous clouds. It was, perhaps, the most important event in my life – it was when I learned to ask stupid questions. Since then, I have learned that the smartest people are never embarrassed when they ask stupid questions. 

It was the middle of the summer. My father came out of the house and asked if I wanted to go to the auto parts store with him. I wasn’t doing anything special, so I agreed to go. We entered the store and walked up to the counter. The person behind the counter looked only a little older than I was. My father looked at him, pointed at something on the counter, and asked if they were brake pads. I was stunned, stunned and embarrassed. My father was a car mechanic in World War II. He knew that they were brake pads. I didn’t know much about cars, but even I knew they were brake pads. (I’d swear that it said “brake pads” on the package.) As a teenager, I didn’t want to be associated with anyone who was stupid, especially if it appeared that it might be a member of my own family. Attempting to give the impression that we had come in together by accident, I walked away from the counter and started browsing. 

While I “browsed,” I watched my father talking to the guy behind the counter. The conversation took a few minutes, after which my father bought something and left the store, apparently sensing my desire not to be associated with him. A few seconds later, I too left. I caught up to him in the parking lot, facing that Chevy and beautiful blue sky. 

“How,” I asked, “could you ask such a stupid question?” 

He smiled and said, “I didn’t know the person behind the counter, so I asked him some questions. The first might have been silly, but then I asked him some harder ones. Since he got those right, I asked a few still tougher ones. When he got those right, I figured I could trust him, so I asked him what I needed to know.” It was very clear that my father did not care if the person behind the counter thought he was stupid. 

The moment stuck, and I began to watch my teachers. The smartest ones almost always asked “stupid” questions. Most were so simple, so “stupid,” that I have forgotten them. I will, however, always remember George Gibian, Distinguished Professor of Russian Literature at Cornell University. It was the beginning of a semester, and the Russian lit department office was crowded with students. Professor Gibian came out of his office, looked at us, put his hands on both sides of his mouth, wiggled his forefingers, and said, “What does a mouse do when it goes like that?” A student reminded him that the word he was looking for was “tvigat’.” He smiled, said “Thanks,” and went back into his office. The new students, who didn’t know who he was, looked at others in the room with an expression of “Who is that dumb cluck?” Those of us who knew him simply smiled.

Like all of us, Gibian had forgotten – or didn’t know – some simple information. He needed it, so he asked. That is how he got to be a Distinguished Professor of Russian Literature. I don’t mean to suggest that he didn’t work hard, or that he wasn’t intelligent in other ways, but I do mean that he probably would not have achieved the success he did if he had been unwilling to ask those “stupid” questions. No one can know everything, and we all forget things. Ask.

I have, of course, been on the other side of the teacher’s desk for a couple of decades. Some students think I know a lot, but if I’m “smart,” it is not necessarily in terms of IQ. I simply learned from my father, from Gibian, and from dozens of others – “Don’t worry if people will think you are stupid. If you need to know something, ask.” I ask lots of stupid questions.

I have asked you to read this little essay because it may describe the most important difference between students who do very well and those who do not. In discussing things with students out of class, we frequently stumble over things that I think they should have asked in class. When I ask why they didn’t ask, the usual response is that they were afraid that their classmates would think that they were stupid. Please remember, the smartest people ask the stupid questions. Doing so gives you the information you need to succeed at whatever you are working on. Not doing so leaves you lost and confused. 

Things You Will Be Expected to Memorize

ENL 111 is primarily a skills course, but there are some definitions and other things that you are expected to know when you finish this course. They are discussed throughout this book, but they are brought together here for your attention. Note that there are also a few definitions that I will expect you to memorize for our work on sentence structure (syntax).
Definitions

Thesis – the main idea of an essay, usually found at the end of the introduction 
Topic Sentence – the main idea of a paragraph or a sequence of paragraphs. It is normally the first sentence in a paragraph
Focal Sentence – the main idea of two or more logical sections of a paper. It belongs at the beginning of the first section
Supporting Sentences – sentences that provide details, examples, sources, etc. to support a topic sentence.
Revision – substantive review and changing of the contents of a paper by rethinking its appropriateness for audience, thesis, organization, and details.
Editing – finding and fixing spelling, vocabulary, and grammatical errors in a paper.
Quotation – the use of the exact words of a source, letter for letter, and punctuation mark for punctuation mark.  Quotations belong in quotation marks and need to be cited.
Paraphrase – putting ideas that were found in the process of research into one’s own words. (Paraphrases also need to be cited.)
Plagiarism – using another person’s ideas, organization, examples, or words without citing them.
First Person – pronouns that include the speaker or writer, such as “I,” “me,” “my,” “we,” “our.”
Other Things to Memorize
What are Hume’s three logical categories? identity, extension (in time or space), and cause/effect

Writing as Process and Product

An Introduction to Writing College Papers

“What,” students often ask, “does this teacher want?” Most college teachers want a thoughtful, organized, supported presentation of the students’ ideas. They want you to show what you know and how well you can think. (We’ll be working with that word “think” early in this course.) As Charles Kingsley, a famous author, suggested, students need to say something in a paper. If you haven’t got anything to say, you won’t write a very good paper. But “having something to say” means that you will have to put time and thought into most of your papers. For many students, however, time and thought are not enough. There are “tricks” to writing good papers, and the purpose of this course is to teach you some of those tricks.
Perhaps the most important of these “tricks” is not a trick at all. Read and follow the directions for assignments. Several years ago, one of my students wrote a paper about how I could improve my course to prepare you for the writing you will be doing in your other courses. Faculty members across this school filled out questionnaires for her, questionnaires that asked about the importance of organization, details, grammar, etc. But the questionnaire also included a question about following directions, and the overwhelming majority of faculty members jumped on “getting students to follow directions.” You’ve been told.
Because my primary objective is to prepare you to write college papers, following directions is very important in my course. As you will see, my grading sheets for major paper assignments are broken down into point values, five points for this, two for that, etc. For each paper, you earn five points simply by putting your paper, your drafts, etc. into an envelope. When the first paper is collected, note how many papers come in without an envelope. This is a clear sign to me that these students are not doing the simple stuff. Later in the course, of course, they will complain about how hard they worked and how low their grades are, but as I’ve already said, the primary thing to learn in college is to follow simple directions. (This will also be true in your professional career.)
Not following directions has another negative effect. Early in the course, I will probably talk about “ethos.” Ethos is your character as it exists in everything but you. It’s the sum total of what everyone thinks about you, but it also exists in everything you do, everything you hand in (or don’t hand in). Among other things, I like to think of it in terms of Pig Pen in the Charlie Brown comic strip. Pig Pen is the character who walks around in a cloud of dust. Wherever he goes, he leaves a trail of dust. That dust trail is part of his ethos. Papers that do not follow the simple directions suggest that the writer does not care. Every instructor on this campus will thus get a sense of your ethos from the degree to which you followed the basic directions. And if you did not care, why should the instructor. Expect your paper to get a low grade. 

The next important thing that you need to know is that writing is a process that leads to a product. It is a series of steps that you should go through that will result in the final product, the paper. Rare are the students who can sit down at a computer and simply type a finished paper. Students who treat writing as a process usually get better grades. (If you are not accustomed to writing as a process and you try it but your grade seems too low for what you did, please discuss the paper with me.) 

Many things will affect your grade. Previous writing experience is one, and that experience, of course occurred before you write the drafts for any of the papers for this course. You cannot control your previous experience, but there are many things that you can control.

1 Time Begin early. If you start late, you will not do as good a job.

2. Attitude The options here are to care, or not to care; to try, or not to try; (in Hamlet’s words) “to be, or not to be.” Learning is impossible without trying, and trying means giving something your best shot. I can’t play chess very well. Although I know the rules of the game, I was never willing to give it enough time and mental energy. Chess, of course, is simply a game; ENL 111 isn’t. ENL 111 is a required course for almost every curriculum. That means that a lot of people must think ENL 111 is important. You may not agree, but since you have to hand in the papers, why not give it your best shot? What that means is to take an assignment and make it your own. Instead of writing the paper simply because you have to, do your best at explaining your topic to the audience you choose because you want to tell them something.

There are two more things that you need to keep in mind before we turn to the various aspects of writing as a process and product. First, there is no such thing as “writing” a paper. As you will see in the following, “writing” consists of brainstorming, outlining, drafting, revising, and editing. Weak students tell me that they “can’t write a paper.” Strong students come to me for help with outlining, or storming, or drafting. They understand that writing consists of several steps. Note that you can understand this also. It’s your choice.
Finally, many students get A’s in high school papers, and they think that they will almost automatically get A’s in this course and in their papers for other courses. But there are many different types of papers, and there are many different skills involved in writing them. Each of the major assignments in this course includes detailed grading sheets that list the expectations for each paper and the skills that you are expected to demonstrate in it. They explain what I’m looking for, and how many points each thing is worth. Use them. Most students who claim that they earned A’s in high school and still flunked the first paper in this course failed to do so.
The grading sheets have two basic sections, “Process” and “Product.” Although process logically precedes product, we’ll begin with ATODS and the product because you need to know what your objective is—what “product” are you expected to produce?
Introduction to ATODS

“ATODS” is an acronym for “Audience,” “Thesis,” “Organization,” Details,” and “Style.” When I was a student in college, my papers came back with grades on them, but I never could figure out why I got the grade I did. One of my professors used to say that my writing was “mechanical,” but I never knew what to do to make it not mechanical. I teach composition using detailed grading sheets based on “ATODS” because I want to do a better job than my professors did. As you will see in the grading sheets, each element of “ATODS” is broken down into specific points for specific things. 
Details and Storming

Details

Details are specific, concrete examples that illustrate and support your thesis. They can make an otherwise unimpressive paper very interesting – and thus good. An essay without details is like a person without clothes: it may interest a few people, but most people will find it disgusting.

Suppose you want to write about gun control. Thousands of people have opinions about it. There are, in fact, so many opinions out there that the debate bores most people in the middle. To keep their attention, and, perhaps, to get them on your side, you need reasoned opinions. A reasoned opinion is simply one that is based on facts and details. For example, what type of guns are you talking about? What specific controls are you thinking about? Instant background checks are not the same as a three-day waiting period. And, if we are to have instant background checks, whom will they stop from buying a weapon? Will it be anyone convicted of a “felony”? What is a “felony?” Isn’t tax evasion a felony? So, if someone cheats on their taxes and is caught and convicted, they can’t buy a gun, but the person convicted of assaulting his wife can? The devil, as Professor Sprinsky once told me, is in the details.

As another example of the need for details, consider the renewed controversy about a law against burning the U.S. flag. My students have often discussed this controversy in class, and some politicians, I would suggest, make fools of those people who want such a law. Some politicians claim that they will vote for an Amendment to the Constitution that will say that we can have a law against burning the flag. Those who want a law praise (and vote for) these politicians, but an Amendment is not a law, and the politicians know that. The issue is complicated, but, one part of it may suggest the importance of details. If such a law were passed, what would the punishment be for burning the flag?

There are different kinds of punishment, but for an example, take the question of a fine. What would the fine be–$50? $500? $5,000? $50,000? The students who wanted a law usually cannot agree on a specific number. $50 is not much of a punishment. $50,000 would be a strong disincentive for people in the middle class, but there are many millionaires in this country for whom $50,000 would not be a deterrent. And, of course, for the very poor, no fine would be a punishment, since they wouldn’t be able to pay it whatever it might be. Thus, even if we could agree on a specific amount for a fine, it would only punish members of the middle class.

More could be said here about fines, but the point is that specific details result in good arguments. Many students in this course, who, at the beginning of the class wanted a law, changed their minds once they considered the details.

Examples or Details?
The distinction between an example and a detail is not always clear, but in many cases it can be. Suppose we were discussing that law against burning the flag, and someone asked “What would the punishment be?” Death, banishment, jail, and fines are examples of “punishment.” “Details,” on the other hand, are the specifics of banishment, jail, fines, etc. When you get into details, you get into questions such as “Will the fine be $50, or $5,000”? For the first offense, or the second? To write with details, you may have realized, means that you must know what you are writing about and have done some thinking. And that is precisely what makes a reasoned opinion worth reading and not boring.

Details are often the life of an essay. If I have not already done so, I may be sharing with you some essays by students about my dying and going to hell. What makes these essays enjoyable, even though they all share the same thesis, is the difference in details. One student noted my red pipe (appropriate for hell); another noted my regularly trying to get coffee from an empty thermos. A third noted the hair that sticks up on the back of my head. (I have a double cow-lick, as the hairdressers call it.) These details make readers say, with enjoyment, “Oh, that’s him all right.” Pleased readers mean a good essay.

In other types of essay, different kinds of details may be appropriate. Often, you can add these in the process of revising. I might, for example, have written, “The value of sports cards has been declining drastically.” I should, however, follow that with details: “The Darryl Strawberry 1983 Topps rookie card, for which I paid $80, is now worth $10. And David Klingler’s rookie card, which sold for over a dollar two years ago, is now a $.05 common.”
Quotations are another important type of detail, especially when you are dealing with controversial issues. You may have strong feelings about when a human life begins, but many of the arguments about it involve medical questions. Since you are not an M.D., why should anyone believe you about the answers to these medical questions? You can, however, strengthen your argument by quoting doctors and other medical specialists.
Brainstorming

Brainstorming is the process of thinking and making notes about what you could say in a paper. Brainstorming works differently for different types of papers, but when you are brainstorming for any paper, you should be considering four things. First, is the topic interesting to you. In many courses, instructors will simply tell you to write a paper about something related to the course. That gives you a very wide range of possibilities. Weak students will wait until the last minute and then write about the first thing that comes into their minds. Strong students will start thinking as soon as the assignment is made. They will first look for topics that might interest them. As they do so, they will consider the other three aspects of brainstorming. 

The second aspect is narrowing the topic. A major complaint that I have heard from faculty members in other disciplines is that students do not narrow topics. Most paper assignments come with length parameters. For example, the paper must be five to ten pages long. Whether you realize it or not, the  purpose of most college papers is for you to demonstrate to the instructor that you understand how to think in that discipline. But, as Doctor Sprinksky, in Civil Engineering, used to repeatedly tell me, “The devil is in the details.” To think in a discipline you need to show that you can at least see its devils—its details. 

If your topic is too broad, you will not be able to get to the level of details that your instructors are expecting. Consider the difference, for example, between a ten-page paper on safety in a machine shop, and a ten page paper on safety in welding in a machine shop. The latter paper will probably have room to discuss the differences if various face shields; the first paper will never get anywhere near that level of detail.

The third, and most important aspect of brainstorming is finding specific details and examples that you will be able to use in the paper. My experience has been that the “bubble” method of storming is not very effective:
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Most often, the problem is that the student has listed things that one might write about, but has no specific examples for any of the “sub” points. In essence, there is nothing to put in the body of the paper. As Ben Franklin said, “An empty bag cannot stand upright.” If you do not have specific examples, you have an empty bag. As noted above, most instructors are expecting you to show what you know, but if you do not give them the devilish details, they will not be satisfied.

I will expect you to brainstorm—on paper. I should not be able to understand most of your storming. Use single words or short phrases to remind you of specific examples that you might use in the paper. Spread them out on the sheet so that you can put examples that you think of later next to relevant previous notes, but don’t worry about organization. Organization is the next step in the writing process. 

The final thing to consider in brainstorming is (again) Graff’s “Who cares?” In the process of storming, strong students think about who is going to be reading their paper. For example, a paper written about safety with welding equipment written for parents would be much different from one written for students who will actually be using the equipment.

Deciding on a Topic
Even when a general topic has been assigned, you can always narrow it, so obviously you need to think about a topic. As you search for one, ask yourself the following questions:

1. How easy would this topic be for me to write about? (If the answer is “very,” you may get a mediocre paper – if it will be very easy, it may easily be superficial, unless you have a lot of experience with the topic that your classmates don’t have. If the answer is “very hard,” you may want to avoid the topic; if the answer is “would require some thought,” go for it.)

2. Will I get 500-750 words about it? (If the answer is definitely “yes,” don’t write about it; “definitely no,” don’t write about it; “it will be difficult,” go for it.)

3. How many of my classmates will choose this topic? (If the answer is “a lot,” you may be asking for a C because you will be putting yourself in direct competition with your classmates, some of whom may be more experienced writers; if the answer is “none,” you have a better chance of an A.

4. What audience would be interested in this topic? What publication should I try to write it for? 5. What would be the purpose of my paper?
6. What might make a good tentative thesis?
7. What will be the major parts of my paper? (Make a tentative list. If you can’t, you’ve got a major problem with the topic.)

8. What are some of the details that I could put into this paper? (If you can’t list any before you start, the odds are that you will have a major problem with the paper.)

When you finish making notes about these questions, you should have a fairly full sheet of paper. Study that sheet to decide if you can get a good paper from it. If not, start the process over again. It is much easier, and takes a lot less time, to storm a topic, decide to drop it and begin the storming process over again than it does to write an entire draft only to realize that you made a poor choice of topic. 

Ideally, you should spend more than one work session storming, and storming sessions should last no less than 15, nor more than 60 minutes. Spending less than fifteen minutes in a storming session does not give your brain enough time to rummage through the closets of your mind. At the other end, brainstorming should be a focused mental activity, and the human brain does not generally work well at it for more than 60 minutes.

Many students have a misconception about brainstorming. Some students record an hour or more for storming and then report an hour or more (sometimes two or three) for outlining. Your storming really isn’t complete until you have in your head a tentative thesis, audience, outline, and a load of details to support the thesis. When you have that, your primary storming sessions are finished. You are now ready to arrange your storming into a tentative outline.

Recursive Storming
Writing involves thinking. After you finish your primary brainstorming, you should write out a tentative thesis and outline. When you are satisfied with your outline, you are ready to begin drafting the essay. At that point, each section of the outline becomes a small essay in itself. As I will suggest in class, you should begin by drafting a section from the middle of your outline. But before you begin the draft of each section, it is a good idea to spend a few minutes reviewing your ideas for that section. Ask yourself questions such as:

1. What is the purpose of this section of the essay?

2. Do I have in mind the best examples for this section of the essay, or can I think of better ones?

3. Will my audience understand my examples, and do my examples include various members of my audience?

	Your Grade Is 90% Determined
before
You Write the First Draft of Your Essay




By the time you finish brainstorming, the grade for your paper is 90% determined. In part, that is so because your current writing skills (and your ethos) are already determined. But more important than that, your choice of topic, audience, and thesis, built on the specific detailed examples that you have collected, are the essence of the paper. If they are good, your paper will be good.
Thesis and Audience

Thesis

In 1517 Martin Luther nailed his 95 Theses to the door of All Saints Church in Wittenberg, Germany. Thus, the story goes, began the Protestant Reformation, and the beginning of the divided Christian world as we know it. (In 1517, every Christian in Europe was Roman Catholic.) Each thesis was a statement of Luther’s position on an issue with the Catholic Church. He was, in effect, stating that he was prepared to argue (or write an essay supporting) each of these 95 points. A thesis, in other words, is a central or “controlling” idea that the paper will argue. Your essays should include a thesis sentence, i.e., one sentence which states the main idea of the entire paper. The rest of the paper should illustrate, explain, and/or “prove” your thesis sentence.

Purpose and Location of the Thesis
In college papers, your thesis tells your instructor what your topic is and what you intend to say about it. In effect, it marks off a field of expertise, a field on which you intend to demonstrate what you know. Don’t forget this point. Many students assume that the instructor already knows about their topic and thus they assume that they do not need to include details. After all, the instructor already knows. But that is not the point of the paper. The point of the paper should be to demonstrate to the instructor how much (how many relevant details) you know about your topic. 

Since a thesis lays out the field for your instructor, it should appear near the beginning of an essay. The normal place to put it is at the end of the introduction. In longer essays, the thesis may appear as late as the tenth paragraph (or even later), but since the essays for this course will be relatively short, your thesis should appear no later than the end of the first paragraph.

Once your instructor has found your thesis, she or he can begin to check off whether or not the ideas in the paper support it. The organization of the paper (See below.) should lay out the supporting points. The word “essay,” by the way, means “attempt” or “trial.” Thus in an essay, you are attempting (trying) to show your instructor how much well you can support your thesis. 
It is, by the way, possible to have a thesis at the end of the paper. One could, for example, end the first paragraph with a question (such as “Why would anyone want to own a computer?”) The question would serve the reader as a guide, letting her know to look for reasons for and against owning a computer. The actual thesis then might appear in the last paragraph. (“Owning a computer is a good (bad) idea.)

A Thesis Should Be an Opinion
Understanding what is, and what is not, a thesis is not easy. That Williamsport is a city is a fact; that Williamsport should be a city is an opinion. A person could look up the official definition of “city” and then match Williamsport against it, concluding either that it fits, or it doesn’t. Or one could even argue with the definition of “city.” If you have lived in Baltimore, New York City, or Philadelphia, Williamsport does not seem like a city, no matter what the official definition says.

Ultimately, most important definitions are opinions. When thinking of universities, most people picture huge schools with tens of thousands of students. I know of one University, however, which has around 400 students. Clearly, some people at that school have stretched the common definition. The basic question to ask yourself in deciding whether or not you have a thesis is: will some people disagree with me? If the answer is “yes,” you have a thesis.
The Use of First Person Pronouns (“I,” “me,” “my,” “mine.”)

Your thesis should be written to engage your readers in your paper. It may be a sad and cruel fact, but your readers are not interested in you (or me). As a result, your thesis should not contain first person pronouns. Throughout your essay, on the other hand, you are certainly welcome to use first person pronouns to describe your personal experiences that support your thesis. Note, however, that phrases such as “I think…” “I believe,” or “in my opinion” weaken your argument. In the first place, you are the writer of the essay, so the essay should obviously reflect what you think or believe. Thus using such phrases shows one of two things. For one, it may suggest that you do not understand what an essay is supposed to be. Second, you will find professional writers using such phrases, but when they do so, they usually mean that whatever is being said is a relatively weak point in their argument. Thus “I think,” “I believe,” and “in my opinion” are flags that basically say, “I know that this idea is comparatively weak, and that, if pushed on it, I might have to give ground, but it is still relevant.” Not all arguments are equally strong. But if you fill your essay with these phrases, you are, in effect, stating that most of your paper is not worth reading because you yourself are not confident about what you are saying.

Similarly, your thesis should not be a statement about your essay. A sentence such as “This essay will show you why you should learn to use computers” is a wordy statement that has the essay as its grammatical subject. A much better thesis would be something such as “There are two main reasons for learning to use computers.” Note that the latter uses two fewer words but includes more information. It includes what some writing teachers call an “essay map,” i.e., the thesis makes clear that the paper will be organized into two main sections, one about each of the two reasons.

Originality
In the context of this course, “originality” means that you did not take the most obvious topic and say what everyone else said, i.e., the obvious. Suppose, for example, that you were asked to write about your favorite teacher. If you think about where you are, you should quickly realize that many students in this course may have vo-tech backgrounds. “My Vo-Tech Teacher” might be an obvious common choice. By making that choice, you put yourself in direct competition with these students, some of whom may be more experienced writers than you. Personally, even if I loved my vo-tech teacher, I would choose to write about my tropical fish, who taught me to enjoy beauty, to relax, and to understand Pavlov’s theory of conditioning. Originality is simply a matter of looking where others aren’t. Everyone can do this by spending some extra time brain-storming. 

In some cases, your thesis statement may be extremely common, but you can get an “A” for thesis because of the way you develop it. Probably the most common thesis in the world is that of both E.T. and The Wizard of Oz – “There’s no place like home.” Thousands of essays have been written developing this thesis, and you could probably write an excellent one yourself. But to do so, you would have to use detailed examples that would make your reader re-experience the profound human desire to be “at home.”
Make Your Thesis as Narrow as You Possibly Can
When asked what should be taught in this course, instructors here at Penn College (who are outside the English Department), frequently suggest that we should teach students how to narrow their topics for papers. In most courses (again outside the English Department) assignments for papers are usually very broad. In some cases, they are simply “Write a ten page paper about something related to this course.” It will be your job to find and narrow a topic. The odds are that the more you narrow your topic, the better your grade will be.

Assume, as an example, that in a plastics course you are asked to write a ten-page paper about the use of plastic. Some students will try to write about all the uses of plastic. Such a paper cannot include very many details–there is simply too much to cover. There is, however, an almost infinite number of ways in which to narrow that topic. You could focus on the use on plastic in containers (still a very broad topic), or the use of plastic in engines, or the use of plastic in home construction, or some other specific industry. Another way to narrow the topic would be to focus on one specific type of plastic. Note that by narrowing your topic in this way, your thesis will be more original. (See above.)  In addition, the narrower topic will enable you to include many more specific examples and details.

	If you study the grading sheets, you will see that items under “Organization” and “Details” refer to how well they support your thesis. Thus, I need a thesis in order to grade these items in your paper. Therefore, if I can not find your thesis, the last sentence in your first paragraph becomes your thesis.


Audience 

(also known as “Discourse Communities”)
Your audience is the people who will be reading what you write. This is NOT ME. Although I will read (and grade) what you write, you are learning to write for that “real world” out there, not for an old English teacher. For the purposes of this course, you define your audience by writing the name of a publication at the top of your paper. A publication is a newspaper, magazine, journal, pamphlet, church bulletin, or anything else that would appear in print and be read by a group of people. [In some cases, you will be assigned an audience; in others, you must choose one for yourself.] 

Outside of school, no one ever writes anything without having a reader or readers in mind. Even if you keep a private journal, you keep it with the idea that someone, even if only yourself, will eventually read what you wrote. Writing without an audience in mind is extremely difficult because what you write, which detailed examples you will use, depends upon whom you are writing to.

If I were to assign a specific audience, many students’ grades might suffer: how many of your classmates (including you) could write an essay for Beckett Basketball Monthly? To keep the course fair, and more interesting to you, in most cases you need to decide on your own audience. Any publication will do. It can be a church newsletter, the local newspaper, or a regional or national magazine. You can also write for the Penn College newspaper. 

If you have an idea for a paper but are not sure of an audience, see me or look through Writer’s Market. This book, available in the library, gives information on hundreds of publications, arranged by subject matter. Another excellent resource for finding a suitable publication is the “Publications” listing in ProQuest. It lists hundreds of publications on a wide variety of topics. (Another way to use ProQuest to find an appropriate audience is to search the database for your topic. It will give you listings of articles–and the publications in which they appear.)

You should decide on your audience in the process of brainstorming for your paper. Before you write, you need to know what you are going to say, and TO WHOM. There are four main things to consider in choosing a publication/audience: location, interests, knowledge, and social codes. 

The Geographical Location of your Audience 

If you want to complain about taxes in Williamsport, then you need to include details about the specific situation in Williamsport. If you want to change the fishing regulations in Pennsylvania, then you need to write for a magazine read by fishermen in Pennsylvania, and not for a national publication. 
The Readers’ Interests 
This is a matter of using your head and considering your purpose in writing your essay. No one picks up a copy of Beckett’s Baseball Monthly to read about space exploration. Select a publication whose readers are – or could be persuaded to be – interested in your topic. Then consider what those readers probably already know about your topic.

Reader’s Guide, by the way, is not a good choice for audience, since it prints articles about almost everything. If you choose it, you will be saying that you were too lazy to think, or to look up Writer’s Market or ProQuest.
The Readers’ Previous Knowledge 
Related to the readers’ interests is the readers’ previous knowledge. Suppose, for example, that you wanted to write something about computers. If you write for PC Magazine, you can use words such as “RAM,” “drive,” and “scrollbar” without defining them. But if you were writing for Parents Magazine, attempting to show parents why they should buy a computer for their children, you would have to include explanations: “RAM” stands for Random Access Memory, which refers to the size, hence complexity, of the programs that a computer can run. If a computer has only one meg of RAM, it cannot run most computer programs. The computer you buy should have at least sixty-four megs, if not a gig of RAM. Such an explanation would look ridiculous in PC Magazine, whose readers almost all already know that, but it would be essential in many non-specialized journals.

Social Codes 

The last aspect of audience is social codes. Several years ago, a student chose her church newsletter as her audience. The essay seemed fine, until, in the middle of a paragraph, I read “those G—damned ....” (She spelled it out.) Although such language is acceptable in some publications, it certainly would cause a major uproar in a church newsletter. It is neither my job, nor appropriate for me to judge the morality of your language, but it is certainly my job to evaluate its appropriateness. My job is to help you learn to convince other people, in writing, that your ideas are right. You cannot do that if you simply offend your audience by the language that you use. Since you cannot offend an audience if you do not name one, it seems to me only fair that you should not be able to get an A for audience unless you name one.

Offending an audience will cost you a letter grade, i.e., 10 points. Many students get confused and worried about this. Some students think that using the wrong pronoun (he/she) will cost them these ten points. Not true. Others think that writing something that readers will disagree with will cost them ten points. Again, not true. The he/she situation is a problem, and I realize that some women are very sensitive to constant male pronouns. How to handle this, however, can get tricky, and I am not about to deduct ten points for a pronoun problem. As for readers disagreeing, for many papers in this course you are supposed to be explaining your opinions – if no one would disagree, you haven’t got a good paper.

In every case in which I have applied it (and they are thankfully rare), this 10-point penalty concerns blatant use of emotionally charged words—swearing, racial,  ethnic, or sexual  slurs, etc.
Discourse Communities
Two of my colleagues (from Biology and from Environmental Science) have suggested that I use the phrase “Discourse Communities” instead of “Audience.” The last time I looked, most composition texts, if they discussed it at all, used the term “Audience.” What we have here is a difference in discourse communities. The composition teachers (one community) prefer one word, whereas the academicians in some areas (actually numerous different communities) prefer another.

Specialists in Rhetoric, which I am literally an Associate Professor of, also prefer the phrase “Discourse Communities.” The problem with the phrase, however, is that to use it here (in place of “Audience”) would be to misjudge my audience. Most of my students have never been asked to write something with the idea that a group of people (other than the teacher) would be interested in reading it. And they would certainly have problems identifying, never mind writing to, the numerous discourse communities of the academic world.

If, however, you follow my directions – pick a specific publication and write to the people who would read it, you will be writing to a discourse community. One way to define discourse communities is to identify the group of people who would tend to read the same kinds of publications. Readers of Outdoor Life and of Field and Stream form a discourse community. Readers of Good Housekeeping and of Family Circle form another. In the academic world, there are literally thousands of discourse communities, most of which have sub-communities. In the field of English, for example, there are general journals on literature, but then there are more specific journals on the literature of specific languages, and then there are even more specific journals on individual writers. What are the differences? Basically, they are differences in what the probable readers already know and what they expect, i.e., what I have discussed above as essential aspects of Audience. As you progress in your field, your instructors should teach you how to write for the discourse communities in that field. Here, we will deal with the simpler concept of “Audience.” 

Organization and Outlining

Organization

Perhaps the primary difference between writing and speaking is that writing should be organized. Imagine, for example, a group of students discussing whether or not they should travel to Penn State to see a football game. Joe says that he’d like to go because he has never been there before and wants the experience. Sam replies that if he wants a new experience, they should go skiing instead. Bill pops in with the comment that he would drive if others would pitch in for gas. John responds with the comment that his car gets better gas mileage. Sally says she wants to go because she knows one of the players. Joe asks how well she knows him. A conversation, in other words, goes in multiple directions, back and forth, as each individual turns it in a different direction. 

In writing, on the other hand, the writers have complete control over the “conversation.” No one can interject and start it on a different course. Writers, moreover, have time before the written transaction takes place, i.e., before the readers “hear” what the writers have to say. Because writers have this time, and because writers have complete control over the discourse, writers are expected to present their ideas in an organized manner. The organization of your paper is judged by the development and sequence of your paragraphs. Topic and “focal” sentences in the paragraphs should reveal the outline behind the paper. In other words, your instructor should be able to recreate your outline just by reading your paper. (For an explanation of “focal” sentences, see below.)
A major complaint from instructors across the campus is that students’ papers are too often poorly organized. By this they usually mean that material that should go together is separated by comments on other topics. Organizing your papers will improve your grades. Many students who seem to have problems with organization really have a major problem, not with organization, but with details. They do not include very many details, and thus they have nothing to organize.

There are three fundamental ways in which to organize any piece of writing – time, space, or “natural division.” 

Organization by Time -- Narrative
A narrative is a story, so the basic principle of organization is time: first this happened, then that. Unlike a simple story, a narrative essay should have a thesis, but unlike natural division essays, the narrative essay’s thesis may be implied rather than being directly stated. This means that a narrative does not need a formal introductory paragraph – you can simply begin telling the story.

Because it is a story, rather than a logical argument or presentation, the narrative does not need a formal outline. There are, however, some organizational points you should consider. Part of the essay should probably include habitual actions (On Saturdays we would....), but most of the essay should focus on things that happened only once (One Saturday ...) To get your reader to visualize the story, it is a good idea to include descriptions of where it happened and what the most important people looked like. This material can be a separate paragraph or spread throughout the narrative paragraphs.

Note the difference between a narrative paper and narrative examples. In a narrative paper, the primary organization is based on time. Narrative examples, on the other hand, can be used to support a paper organized by space or in natural division.

Spatial Organization

Writing that is organized by space is less frequent, but consider, for example, a written tour guide of this campus. You would not start with the Administration Building, then go across campus to the ACC building, then back to the Campus Center, and then, again across campus, to the new Electronics building. You would, in other words, organize the guide by following the spatial relationships of the buildings on campus.
Natural Division

Chronological (narrative) and spatial organization are both important, but they are relatively easy to set up, and for most of the papers that you will need to write for college, you will need to use “natural divisions.” Remember that a good paper begins with the examples and details found in the brainstorming process. As you research or brainstorm for a paper, the examples and ideas that you collect will fall into natural groups or “divisions” of the paper. For example, if you were writing about voters in an upcoming election, your storming would probably include ideas from Republicans, Democrats, and independents. Or it might easily break down into voters from Iowa and New Hampshire. Or, better yet, it might break into groups about issues—the economy, education, the environment. Instead of organizing your paper by time or space, therefore, you should organize it around these “natural,” logical divisions.

Outlines 

Your thesis and outline should be built upon your storming. Suppose, for example, I wanted to write a short paper about collecting sports cards as an investment. My brainstorming might look like:
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As you work on your outline, there are two things that you need to remember. 
1. Examples (Ripken, etc.) do not belong in an outline.

2. Narrow the topic. The narrower you make it, the more details you will end up including, and details make the paper good.

The examples in my storming can all be grouped into “Star’s cards.” They are logically distinguishable from “commons” (obviously, the cards of players who did not become stars. “Stars” and “commons” are similar—they denote “what” to buy. “Shows,” “Shops,” “Stores,” and “Yard Sales” name “where” to buy. Thus, I have a tentative outline:

I. Introduction/Thesis (Thesis: Be careful about what you buy and where you buy it.)
II. What to Buy

A. Stars

B. Commons
III. Where to Buy
A. Stores (Packs/Boxes)
B. Shops
C. Shows

D. Yard Sales

IV. Conclusion

Note that an outline is not a list of paragraphs. Section II in this outline might develop into one paragraph, two (one for “Stars” and one for “Commons,” or it might develop into six or seven paragraphs. In my storming, “commons” refers to buying 5000-card boxes of “commons,” particularly at yard sales, for $5 a box. In those boxes, I have found many cards that were listed in price guides at $10 or $25 each. In starting to draft the paper, I would brainstorm that section again before I wrote the draft, and I could probably come up with ten, perhaps twenty examples—perhaps enough for two or three paragraphs. 
Put the Most Important Ideas Last 
Psychologists have shown that people get bored. (As if we didn’t already know that.) Readers, too, can be bored. (Surprise.) Normally a reader will give a text a few paragraphs to get started. Then the reader’s interest begins to decline. If you put your good stuff first, your material will become boring just as the reader is ready to be bored. Therefore, if you have no other reason for putting one thing before another, put your most important ideas last.

How will you know (and I judge) what is most important? In some cases, the reasons are obvious: murder is more important than robbery. But most often, there are no logical reasons to guide the organization. But in these cases too, there is a logical principle that should guide you – the more space you give to an idea, the more important it must be. (Otherwise, why would you give it more space?) Once I had a rough draft of my paper on sports cards, I might decide to switch sections two and three, simply because I devoted more space to section two.
In this course, we will discuss the outlines for each paper, but the course cannot cover all the types of papers you will write in college. The following, therefore, suggests outlines that you may need for other courses.

What Not to Put in an Outline

An outline is the plan of the basic ideas in a paper. That means that specific examples (and the word “examples) do NOT belong in an outline.

Other Natural Division Outlines 

Problem / Solution 

Writing about problems and/or their solutions is common. The best basic organization for such an essay is simply a form of natural division:

I. Introduction/Thesis

II. The Problem

A.

B.

C.

III. Possible Solutions

A.

B.

IV. Conclusion

You do not need subdivisions in every part of the outline. If the problem can be explained quickly, the following outline might be better. 
I. Introduction/Thesis

II. The Problem

III. Possible Solutions

A.

B.

IV. Conclusion

Comparison/Contrast Outlines
Comparing and contrasting is something that we do every day (Sesame Street’s “same and different”). Whether we are deciding on what to have for supper, what car to buy, or where to stand on an important issue, we need to line up arguments. (Often, your brain does this so quickly in deciding about supper that you don’t even realize that you are doing it. But you are. You are considering alternative menus, the taste of each, the cost of each, the ease of preparing each, etc.) Comparison/contrast essays can be set up either “point-by-point” or “block-by-block.” Note the difference in the following two outlines, each of which is intended to suggest that a Ford pick-up truck is a better buy than a Ram.

	Point-by-Point
I. Intro & Thesis

II. Cost

A. Ram

B. Ford

III. Durability

A. Ram

B. Ford

IV. Load-Capacity

A. Ram

B. Ford

V. Appearance

A. Ram

B. Ford

VI. Safety 

A. Ram

B. Ford

VII. Conclusion
	Block-by-Block
I. Intro & Thesis

II. Ram

A. Cost

B. Durability

C. Load-Capacity

D. Appearance

E. Safety

III. Ford

A. Cost

B. Durability

C. Load-Capacity

D. Appearance

E. Safety

IV. Conclusion




Point-by-point organization makes the points of comparison the major ideas and deals with the items to be compared as sub-points of each. Block-by-block, on the other hand, makes the items to be compared the major sections.

Block-by-block organization is inherently weaker at making comparisons. If it is used, the reader must deal with the durability, load-capacity, appearance and safety of the Ram before getting to the cost information on the Ford. In point-by-point organization, on the other hand, the reader can compare the costs of the two trucks and either agree or disagree with the writer. What the writer wants, of course, is for the reader to say “Good point!” Point-by-point makes this much easier for the reader to do. Block-by-block is best used when the writer’s argument is weak. In effect, it hides the points of comparison.

In working with such an outline, it is very important to keep the sides straight. Suppose, for example, that the controversy concerned the building of a waste-disposal plant, and that the second issue was the effect of the plant on local crops. Depending on how much you had to say about the issue, you might have one paragraph:

Another issue is the effect of the plant on the crops. Supporters of the plant claim .... Opponents, however, believe ....

If you had more to say, of course, this could be three or more paragraphs. The important point here is that you must put in the references to supporters and opponents. If you do not, your essay will present both sides of the issue as if they are your beliefs, and you will appear to be mentally ill.
Paragraph Outlines

You may make several outlines in the course of working on your paper, all of which should be included in your envelope, but I expect you to turn in a formal outline of the paper, with Roman numbers, etc. The paragraphs in your paper should be numbered (You may do this with pen or pencil.), and the outline should include the numbers of the paragraphs for each section. In essence, the outline format should look something like this: (Where I have “xxxxxxx,” you should have words or phrases which reflect the idea or topic of that section. 
	(1)

(2)


(3-5)

(3)

(4)

(5)


(6)
	I. xxxxxxx
II. xxxxxxxxxxx
     A.xxxxxxxx
     B.xxxxxxxx
III. xxxxxxxxxx
     A. xxxxxxx
     B. xxxxxxxx
            1. xxxxxxxxxxx
            2. xxxxxxxxxxx
IV. xxxxxxxxxxxx


This paragraph outline means that the first paragraph is the introduction (Roman Number I.). The second paragraph of the paper covers Roman Number II in the outline, including subpoints A and B. The third paragraph includes the focal sentence for the second major section of the paper (Roman Number III, plus the first sub-point of that section (III.A). The fourth paragraph includes the topic sentence for section III.B, plus the first section in it, i.e., III.B.1. The other section in III B has its own paragraph, the fifth. And the sixth paragraph is the ending paragraph of the essay.

Note that in a formal outline, if you have an “A,” you must have at least a “B”; if you have a “1,” you must have at least a “2.” Outlines reflect the natural “divisons” of your paper. If you divide a major section (Roman number), the division means that there will be at least two parts.
Thesis, “Focal” and Topic, and Supporting Sentences
There are at least four different types of sentences in a good essay.

Thesis sentences state the main idea of the paper. Everything else in the paper should prepare for or support the thesis sentence.

Topic sentences are usually explained as stating the main idea of a paragraph. This is both true and false. In most of the papers that you will be writing for this course, it will be true. That is because you are writing short papers. In longer papers, a topic sentence may “cover” dozens of paragraphs—all of which develop one basic idea with supporting sentences (the fourth type of sentence). The supporting sentences present your detailed examples of the idea stated in the topic sentence.
In this course you will, for example, may be reading William Golding’s “Thinking as a Hobby.” In structure, it is a “five paragraph essay”—extended to 46 paragraphs. Golding fancies this up a bit by putting his examples for the first section before the topic sentence. His second paragraph begins by talking about his grammar school teachers. He writes about them for 25 paragraphs, and then, in paragraph 27, he states, in a “topic sentence” at the end of the paragraph, that they are examples of “grade-three thinking.” Paragraph 28 makes some generalizations about grade three thinkers, and then paragraph 29 begins with a topic sentence—“Grade-two thinking is the detection of contradictions.” He supports this idea with a long narrative example that extends to paragraph 34. Paragraph 35 then begins with a topic sentence—“But these grade-one thinkers were few and far between.” Seven paragraphs develop this idea, and then the final four paragraphs are his conclusion. The point here is that a topic sentence presents the main idea of one or more paragraphs.

If all you had to write were short papers, all you would need to understand are thesis, topic, and supporting sentences. But in college, most students will have to write at least one ten-page paper. Many students will have to write several longer papers, and some students will write fifty-page papers for their senior projects. You cannot write a well-organized ten-page paper (or longer) with just topic sentences. Thus you need to learn about “focal sentences.”
A “focal sentence” covers two or more logical sections in the paper. (Unfortunately, rhetoricians and writing teachers have not agreed on a term for what I will here call “focal sentences,” but the idea is what is important.) Whereas a topic sentence orients readers to the topic of a logical section of the paper, “focal sentences” cover related groups of two or more (often many more) logical sections. Perhaps the easiest way to understand focal sentences is to consider an outline: 

	(1)

(2)

(3-5)

(3)

(4)

(5)

(6)
	I. Intro & Thesis: More people should be encouraged to vote. 
II.Reasons they don’t vote 
     A. Lack knowledge of issues and candidates 
     B. Feel their single vote is not important. 
III. Ways to increase voting. 
     A. advertising in newspapers and on TV 
     B. Individual intervention 
            1. Fight for an issue 
            2. Other ways individuals can help 
IV. Ending


The second paragraph of this paper should begin with the topic sentence such as “People give two main reasons for not voting.” The rest of the paragraph would develop the ideas in II.A. and II.B. 

Section III, however, presents a more complicated situation. In the paper, it takes up five paragraphs that are divided into two logical subdivisions. A topic sentence for paragraph three might be “Advertising in newspapers and on TV might increase the number of voters.” But if that sentence were to begin paragraph three, it would obscure the organization and suggest that advertising is the only option being offered in this paper. A better approach would be to begin the third paragraph with a focal sentence, followed by the topic sentence: 

There are at least two ways to increase voting. One way would be to advertise in newspapers and on TV.
Many writers combine the two sentences into one, as in “There are at least two ways to increase voting, one of which would be to advertise in newspapers and on TV.” Either as separate sentences, or as one combined, the focal part introduces a section of the paper, and the topic sentence establishes the subject of the paragraph.

Focal sentences have three important functions. First, they stop the reader from making some objections. As noted above, if the third paragraph began with just the topic sentence, many readers would think that advertising is the only option being offered. As a result, while reading about the advertising, they might be thinking about how personal intervention could also help get people to vote. By indicating that other things will be considered, the focal sentence stops readers from making such objections. Second, the focal sentence prepares readers for the next section, in this example, individual intervention. As I often note in class, good readers create expectations about what is coming in the text. Good writers help good readers by providing focal sentences that serve as guidelines for what is to come. 

The third, and perhaps most important function of focal sentences is that they help readers organize, comprehend, and remember what they have read. In discussing syntax, our psycholinguistic model of how the brain processes language will explain (or has already explained) how the human brain can deal with only five to seven “bits” of information at a time. In the same way that our brains “chunk” words to process sentences, we chunk ideas to organize, comprehend, and remember the ideas in what we read. For example, with the simple outline that we have been using as an example, there would be four paragraphs in the body of the essay. Without focal sentences, readers would have four “ideas” to remember. But the focal sentences organize (chunk) the material, enabling the reader to remember two main branches to the paper: 1) why people don’t vote, and 2) how to get more of them to vote. Psychologists have shown that, as readers, we can handle ideas organized in such “trees” much better than if the material is simply strung out in a list. We can easily move up the branch (why they don’t vote) to remember the reasons (lack of knowledge, doesn’t count much). And we can easily slide down to the trunk and up another branch (how to get them to) to reach its branches (advertise, intervene personally). In a simple, six-paragraph essay, focal sentences may not seem important, but the longer and more complex the essay becomes, the more important are the focal sentences.

Most of the sentences in your papers should be supporting sentences. These are the sentences in the body of paragraphs that explain the examples and details that indicate that you know what you are writing about.

Drafting and Revision

Drafting

Related to writing, “drafting” means putting the ideas and words that are in your head and on your brainstorming page onto a piece of paper (or a computer screen) in sentences. Papers are normally written in sections, sections of the outline. (In effect, a big paper becomes a lot of smaller papers.) When you are first putting your ideas into sentences and paragraphs, you should not be thinking about spelling or grammar, or even sentence structure. The human eye can only focus on one thing at a time. If you are looking at a butterfly, the trees in the background are there, but you don’t “see” them. So too, the brain. (It would be interesting to know if the physical limitation of the eye lenses accounts for the limitation of the brain.) If your brain is working well at drafting, it can’t simultaneously worry about spelling or grammar. It should be focusing on your topic sentence and the details that are going to flesh it out. 
Suggestion: Begin by drafting a middle section of your paper. College papers are normally assigned in terms of length (500-750 words, five pages, etc.). This means that you have a fairly specific length limit. You will often find that it takes more words than you had expected to include all the details and examples that you have to support an idea. If you have organized the outline in terms of least important ideas to most, you will often find that you have reached that limit before you include everything in your tentative outline. By beginning your draft in the middle of the paper, you may find that you have reached the length limit. You can then modify your outline, dropping the early sections, and thus end up with a more detailed and a more narrowly focused paper. 
Once you have written a paragraph, no matter how poor it may be, it is drafted. The drafting part of the process is complete. Any changes to the substance of that paragraph, any adding, moving, or crossing-out of words and or phrases is now a matter of REVISION. You should probably draft the entire body of the paper before you start to revise. Only when it is actually out and on paper can you judge such things as: Are the most important ideas last? (Do they take up more space?) 

Weaker writers often equate drafting and writing a paper. I see this regularly when students say, “Yeah, I reread my paper, and it was bad. I should have fixed it.” When you finish a draft, it looks good. Of course it’s good. You just put a lot of hard work into making it! But if you give yourself time to relax, and then look at the paper again, you will almost certainly find things that you will want to change. You probably should take at least a 24-hour break between drafting and revision.

From Outline to Paragraphs

Draft your paper one outline section at a time. Note that the outline itself turns a big paper into several shorter ones. Thus you can begin drafting anywhere in the body of the outline. The primary purpose for paragraph indentations is to let readers look away from the page (to think, to rest their eyes, to daydream, to note the beautiful weather), and then to find their place on the page easily. Note that newspapers have thin columns with short paragraphs, i.e., lots of indentations. The reason for this is that, in the big cities, many people read the paper while commuting. On busses, trains, and subways, they need lots of opportunities to look up to see if this is their stop, etc. The columns and short paragraphs allow readers to do that and easily find where they stopped reading. 
For college papers, however, short paragraphs will not do. Your instructors will be expecting you to divide your topic into related ideas, and then support each idea with specific examples and details. Thus topic sentences need support. In effect, paragraph length is a matter of convention. Most of your instructors will be expecting from two to five paragraphs indentations on a page (of a double-spaced paper). Don’t disappoint them. You want your instructors paying attention to the substance of your paper, not to its “poor” organization. 
Revising

“Revise” means to “re-see,” and the process of revising entails re-seeing the thesis, organization, and details in your paper in light of the audience for which you chose to write. Even if you spent a lot of time brainstorming and started drafting with a good outline, you should still spend time revising. Drafting itself is not an easy process. Getting what was in your head down onto paper should have engaged 100% of your attention. You probably could not think, simultaneously, about audience, thesis, organization, and details. But once the draft is complete, you can reconsider it in terms of each of these separately. 
The purpose of this course is to prepare you to write focused, organized, detailed college papers. Thus each major paper assignment includes detailed grading sheets for Audience, Thesis, Organization, Details and Style. Use the grading sheets to review (i.e., revise) your essay to improve your grade for Audience. Then do the same for Thesis, Organization, and Details.

Since you will be handing in all your notes, outlines, drafts, etc., I will be able to see what you have done. One of the things I will look for is signs of revision. If you wrote your draft on a word-processor, print out the first draft and write on it, with pen or pencil, indicating the changes you intend to make. Lack of evidence of revision will affect your grade. Students who want to learn, students who want good grades, spend almost twice as much time revising as they do drafting. It’s your choice.
Style and Editing

When you revise, you should be focusing on the CONTENT of your essay: When you edit, you should forget the content and focus on the STYLE and READABILITY of your essay.

The outline of a paper is its skeleton; the details are flesh and clothes. “Style” can be compared to grooming, bathing, combing your hair, wearing jewelry, etc. Just as you care about your physical appearance, so should you care about the style of your writing. Editing involves checking everything from the sentence down – vocabulary, spelling, grammar, etc. You will get a basic grade for style minus various penalty points for specific errors. You can earn the penalty points back. (See Additional Requirements for Major Papers.) 

If you know that you have a tendency to make certain errors, you should check for them. If you lose points on early papers, you should make a list of what you did wrong (it’s/its, apostrophe, etc.) and check subsequent papers for these errors in the process of editing. If you have a lot of problems with spelling, usage, etc., you may want to read your paper several times in the process of editing. For example, read it just to look for “they’re/their/there.” Then read it again, just checking the apostrophes. After you have done this with several papers, you should start to make fewer errors, and thus be able to shorten this editing process. The last thing you should do is to check for spelling errors. If you note an error after the final version of your paper is printed, it is perfectly permissible to cross out a word with a pen or pencil and make the correction above it.

Vocabulary 

Some middle and high school teachers reward students for using big words. This is college – you get rewarded for writing something meaningful clearly. Don’t use big words unless you are absolutely sure that you know what they mean. Whenever possible, replace vague words with specific ones: “many”–“five”; “animal”–“raccoon”; “sports”–“tennis and golf.” Notice that A, T, O, D & S really are interrelated. By replacing vague words with specific ones, you are adding Details to your essay, and the details will help your Audience understand your Thesis. Specific details also flesh out paragraphs, thereby improving the Organization of your essay.
Sentence Structure 

We will spend a fair amount of time in class discussing sentence structure. My primary concern here is twofold: Do you mean what your sentences say? And, does your sentence structure confuse your readers? Other considerations are sentence length and variety.

Usage 

“Usage” is that part of grammar that concerns social etiquette. There is no logical reason for not writing “Me and Bill went to the races.” Nor is there anything “wrong” with the Williamsport infinitive: “My car needs washed.” But if either of the preceding appears in your essay, readers in other parts of the country will think that you (the writer) are an uneducated country bumpkin. Part of my job is to enable you to move to Los Angeles, or anywhere else, and to be able to write “standard” English. In “standard” English, putting yourself first is considered to be impolite, and “me” is used as an object, not as a subject, i.e.: “Bill and I went to the races.” Don’t ask me why, but the majority of the country puts a “to be” between “needs” and the infinitive, so most people say “My car needs to be washed.” Problems with usage may keep you from an A for Style, but they will not, in themselves, result in an F.
Additional Major Paper Requirements 

According to my wife, when she was in college, her nursing instructors would fail any paper that had a single spelling error in it. That was in the days before word processors and spelling checkers. The students used to get together in the dorm and edit each other’s papers for spelling and grammatical errors. I therefore find it ironic that English instructors now give passing grades to papers filled with spelling and grammatical errors. Standards have declined. My response to the problem is this: if you misspell words that I think you (or a spelling checker) should have corrected, or if you use an apostrophe incorrectly (more than once), then I will deduct ten “hostage” points from your paper until you do something about it.

What you must do is explained in the following sections. By the way, don’t complain to me about having to write four or more sentences fifty times each. The rules are set forth here: you have them in advance and should look at them in editing your papers. Edit the errors out of your major papers, and avoid the extra writing. The copying, moreover, is not intended as punishment; it is intended as a learning experience. I learned numerous rules by copying them, over and over again, and psychologists generally recognize such writing as an effective learning tool—if it is done with the intention to learn something. 

Common Misspelled Words
If you misspell any of the following words, I will write those words on your grading sheet under the “Hostage” section of the grading sheet. After the words, I will write a number – “20,” “40,” or “50.” (If you make the mistake only once, the number will be “20”; twice – “40”; more than twice – “50.” If a word not on this list (other than “apostrophe”) appears under “Hostage 50,” you must write that word, correctly, 50 times. To release the hostage, you must copy, by hand, the sentences on this page under those words the number of times indicated and hand it in. (The copying must be readable and done neatly.) You have until the due date of the next major paper to do the copying. If you do not release a hostage by the due date of the next paper, the hostage will become a permanent ten-point deduction from the paper grade.
A lot 

“A lot” is two words.

Accept / except 

“Accept” means “to agree to”: “Bundy accepted his award.” 

“Except” means “excluding”: “Everyone except Bundy got an award.”
Affect / effect 

As verbs, “affect” means to influence; “effect” means to cause. 

As nouns, “affect” means an influence; “effect” means a result.

Aloud / allowed
“Aloud” means it can be heard. 

“Allowed” means “permitted.”
Are / our 

“Are” is always a finite verb; “our” means “belonging to us”: 

They are going to our house.

Buy / by 

“Buy” means to purchase; “by” means “next to.”
Have / of 

“Have” is always a finite verb: “I could have and should have done the assignment.” 

“Of” is always a preposition. Since I did CASA, I should know the difference.

Hear / here 

When you hear, you use an ear. 

If you are here, you are not there.

Its / it’s 

“It’s” means “it is”: “It’s a nice day.”
“Its” means “belonging to it,” as in “his” and “her”: “That is its doghouse.”
Knew / new 

“Knew” is the past tense of “know”; “new” means not old: 

They knew he was new in town.

Know / No 

“Know” means “to have knowledge of” : “I should know that.” 

“No” means “none”: “She has no knowledge of the crime.”
Than / then 

“Than” is used for comparisons: “She is taller than he.” 

“Then” refers to time (It answers the question “When?”): “Bill arrived; then Susan left.” 

“Then” is also used after “if”: “If it’s true, then she loves me.”
They’re / there / their 

“They’re” means “They are.” 

“There,” like “where,” refers to a place: “She lives there.” 

“There” is also used to begin sentences such as: “There are five books.” “There is a fly in my soup.” 

“Their” means it belongs to them: “That is their house.”
To / too / two 

“Too” means “also”: “They wanted to play too.” 

“Too” means “very”: “He is too tired to play.” 

“Two” is a number, as in “one, two, three.” 

“To” is a preposition, or the sign of an infinitive. In either case, it raises the question: “to what?”
Wander / Wonder 

To “wander” means to roam about aimlessly. 

To “wonder” means to think about.

Weather / Whether 

“Weather” refers to the climate: “The weather is nice today.” 

“Whether” implies choices, alternatives, or possibilities: “I don’t know whether she is going or not.”
Where / Were 

“Where,” like “there,” refers to a place: “Where are you going?” 

“Were” is always a finite verb: “Were you in class yesterday?”
Which / Witch  

	Which is the witch that wished the wicked wish ? 

I don’t know which witch is which.
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Who’s / Whose 

“Who’s” means “who is”: “Who’s going to play?” 

“Whose” means “belonging to”: “Whose ball is this?”
Woman / Women 

“Woman” refers to one person. 

“Women” refers to more than one.

You’re / Your 

“You’re” means “you are”: “You’re going to do what?” 

“Your” means “belonging to”: “Is this your meatball?”
Apostrophe Problems
If the word “Apostrophe” appears under “Hostage,” you must correct all the apostrophe errors on your paper. Do so on the original paper that has my comments on it; do not print a separate copy. Resubmit the paper. [Note: Some, but not all, of your errors will have been marked. You must fix ALL the errors. If you do not, you will simply get the paper back so that you can do so. Until you have, your grade will be recorded as a ten-point hostage. If you need help, see me or go to the tutoring center.] The following guidelines should help you. 

-- This section on apostrophes is from the materials of Joan Schell
A. Use apostrophes in contractions: 

are not = aren’t 

is not = isn’t 

I will = I’ll 

I shall = I’ll 

he is = he’s 

there is = there’s 

we would = we’d 

you have = you’ve 

will not = won’t 

was not = wasn’t 

were not = weren’t 

it is = it’s

B. Use apostrophes to show possession or ownership. 

Use this formula:        ________ belongs to ________ 

watch belongs to Andy = Andy’s watch

If the word that means the owner does not end in s, add an ’s to it. 

notebook belongs to boy = boy’s notebook 

rings belong to girl = girl’s rings 

business belongs to everybody = everybody’s business 

bone belongs to dog = dog’s bone 

opinion belongs to doctor = doctor’s opinion 

work belongs to a day = day’s work 

guess belongs to anyone = anyone’s guess

If the word referring to the owner or owners ends in an s, just add an apostrophe. 

softball league belongs to girls = girls’ softball league 

package belongs to Louis = Louis’ package 

book belongs to Mr. Jones = Mr. Jones’ book 

batting averages belong to players= players’ batting averages 

This is also used when the word ends in z: book belongs to Mrs. Rodriguez = Mrs. Rodriguez’ book

C. Don’t use an apostrophe if you are just talking about plurals (more than one). 

Students work long hours. 

A few items still need to be finished. 

Boys will be boys. 

Radios are a wonderful invention.

D. Possessive pronouns do not need an apostrophe. yours, his, hers, its, ours, theirs 

E. Some other rules: 

partnership = Art and Joe’s locker 

separate ownership = Marian’s and Carol’s mothers (two different families) 

companies = the Ford Motor Company’s policy 

compound nouns = my brother-in-law’s car

Style Penalty Points
If you lost style points, you will find that the number lost is equal to the sum of negative numbers in the right margin of your paper. At some point in the course, after we have worked on the syntax materials, you will be able to earn those points back. To do so, you must analyze the structure of the sentences in which you made the errors, i.e., the sentences with the negative numbers next to them. (Place parentheses around prepositional phrases, underline subjects once, finite verbs twice, label complements, bracket subordinate clauses, and put a vertical line after each main clause.)  Also correct the error(s). You must do this on the same piece of paper that I graded. Do not recopy the sentences to other paper. Note that in order to get these points back, you need to have a passing (60+) average on syntax work, or at least a 60+ or the last major syntax test.
Suggestion: Do it in pencil. When you think you have done it correctly, you should give the paper back to me. I will check it. If everything is correct, you get the points back. If there are still mistakes, I will note that in the grade: the style grade will be modified, but still show a negative number. If that is the case, you can get those final points back by discussing those sentences with me in my office. Notice that simply correcting the error will not get the points back. To avoid similar errors, you need to understand the structure of the sentence that caused the error. Once you understand sentence structure, the errors should eventually disappear from your writing. 

Introductions and Conclusions
First and last impressions are important. Your introduction creates a first impression, and, obviously, your conclusion creates a last. Unfortunately, introductions and conclusions are difficult to teach, for the simple reason that they depend on the hundreds of variables in the purpose, audience, and body of the essay.
Perhaps the most important point to remember about introductions and conclusions is that they should be written last—after you have drafted the body of your essay. You can’t introduce something until you know what it is you are going to introduce. Better writers sometimes scribble down something as a tentative introduction, but they usually go back and heavily revise. If this works for you—and you don’t mind doing the extra scribbling—fine. But remember to re-view your introduction and conclusion after you have finished the draft of the body of the essay. 

Introductions

As they probably told you in high school, introductions should capture your readers’ interest. There are many different ways to do that, but Gerald Graff and Cathy Birkenstein, in “They Say/I Say,” make an interesting general suggestion —remember that a paper is a form of conversation. As you begin your paper, you are entering a conversation about its topic. In such written conversations, you need to establish the context of your paper, and, as Graff and Birkenstein neatly emphasize, you need to establish your reason for entering the conversation. What is the purpose of your paper? 
For my course, consider this in terms of your chosen audience. (Remember that in most cases, you choose a publication as the audience of your paper.) What would readers of your chosen publication know about your topic? Why would they be interested in what you have to say? Those two questions require some thought, but the expression of your own thoughts is what writing is all about. The following may help you with introductions: 

1. Check your brainstorming notes for an idea. If you did a decent job of brainstorming, you will often find ideas that are closely related to your final topic but that did not quite fit. Sometimes they can be adapted to make excellent introductions. 

2. Make a general statement about your topic to establish a context for your essay. Then use three or four sentences to move to your thesis

3. Begin with an anecdote. An anecdote is simply a brief story, and many people find brief stories interesting. If your essay includes narrative examples, you can often take a short one and move it into the introduction. 

4. Begin with a question that would interest the readers of your chosen publication. Follow this with three or four sentences that explore the question in general terms. Why is the question interesting? Why is it relevant? How many people have thought about it? Use these sentences to lead into your thesis.
5. Search the web for famous quotations relevant to your topic. Begin your introduction with the author and quotation, and work from there into your thesis statement.

6. Do something else. Originality helps your grades because it shows that you have been thinking.
The length of introductions (and conclusions) is usually relative to the length of the paper, book, etc. For a 500-750 word essay, a single paragraph is usually enough. (Remember that fewer than four sentences will probably result in a very weak paragraph.) A five-page paper might often have a two- or three-paragraph introduction. Books usually require an introductory chapter.
An important additional function of introductions is usually not taught—they give your instructor a few seconds to focus on reading. Watch yourself. When you first sit down to read, you are adjusting pillows, clothes, etc., or you are thinking about what you were just doing. You are not giving full attention to the text. (When my eyes start reading your paper, my mind may still be on the previous paper. Was the grade I gave fair? If I am thinking about this, I may put your paper down and go back to check the previous paper. But if I decide the grade was fair, I will continue with your paper, even if I’m well into the introductory paragraph.  If I miss your thesis because you put it in the very first sentence, the problem is yours, not mine.)
Conclusions

At the minimum, an essay needs a conclusion as a sign of the ending of an interpersonal event. You do not generally walk away from people you have been talking to without saying “Good-bye.” On a date, a guy does not simply dump the girl out of the car at the end of it. Although you usually cannot see the people who will be reading what you wrote, writing still needs some sort of ending note. Otherwise the reader will feel that the interaction is incomplete. (Do you really want the people who read your papers to feel that the papers are incomplete, simply because you did not tack on an ending?) Teaching students how to write conclusions is difficult, because conclusions depend on the paper that went before them. There are thousands of possibilities. The following suggestions may help. Note that some of them can be used in combination with others.
1. Perhaps the most satisfactory conclusions are those that create a frame for the essay by referring back to the introduction. You can do this by picking up key words, ideas, or referring back to a narrative (or other) example that you used in the introduction. If you began with a quotation, refer to its author (State the author’s name) and note what he or she might have had to say about the content of your essay. Frames give a very nice sense of closure.

2. Check your brainstorming notes for an idea. As you worked on your paper, you should have narrowed your topic. As a result, there are things that you originally considered writing about your topic that you abandoned. But because they are related to your topic, they often can be adapted for a conclusion. For example, if you are writing about the advantages of hunting with a bow and arrow, the conclusion might suggest a few good local places to do such hunting. 
3. Place the paper’s thesis in a larger context. For example, if you were writing about hunting with a bow and arrow, your paper might have concerned ways to hunt for different animals and what types of bows and arrows to use for what. Your conclusion, however, might draw outward to the general joys of such hunting, such as the enjoyment of nature, fresh air, and exercise.
4. Suggest what your readers might think or do after reading your paper. Be careful not to tell them what to do. (Most people don’t like being told what to do.) 
5. If you cannot think of anything else, summarize, but do not tell the reader that you are doing so. Concluding a three to four page paper with a summary can insult many readers. In essence, you are telling the readers that they are too stupid to remember three pages of material. If you can’t think of anything else to do, then summarize, but do not use “In conclusion” or “To summarize.” These phrases mark your writing as that of a weak high school student (who couldn’t think of any other way of ending the essay). 

6. Do something else. Originality helps.
Remember that the conclusion is the last thing that your instructor will read before putting a grade on your paper. If it is a thoughtless conclusion, don’t be surprised by a low grade.

Using Research and Documentation

Research/Reading

Unless noted as part of an assignment, you should not do any additional reading for any of the major papers. If you do read something about a topic this semester before you write about it: 

1) if we have not yet covered how to do a “Works Cited” list, simply list the title, author and date of what you read at the end of your paper.

2) if we did cover “Works Cited” lists, make one and use in-text citations.

Failure to follow the preceding rules may result in your being found guilty of plagiarism and your automatically failing the course. If, on the other hand, you list the works from which you took information, but still plagiarized, the worst that will happen is that you may get a zero for the paper. Plagiarism includes taking words, ideas, and/or organization not only from published works (including web pages), but also from the work of other students.

Note that papers that involve research require a different type of brainstorming. In most cases you will have to brainstorm for a (narrow) topic. As you do so, check the library catalog and the electronic databases (which we will be discussing in class) simply to see how much information is readily available on your topic. If you have trouble finding sources, you need to change your topic. If there are too many sources, you need to narrow your topic. 

Once you have decided on a topic, brainstorming involves reading and taking notes on your sources. As you do so, your topic may change because of the information you find.

Acceptable and Unacceptable Sources

As a general rule, for college papers, regular dictionaries and encyclopedias (including Wikipedia) are not acceptable sources. (For why, ask in class.) There are, however, specialized legal, medical, literary, etc. dictionaries and reference works that are entirely acceptable. Internet sources raise major questions of credibility. Blogs, for example, are not credible unless you can establish the specific credibility (on the relevant topic) of the writer of the blog entry. The same is true of web pages. In some papers, you can use non-credible sources just to show that there are people out there with weird ideas, ideas that you wish to show fallacious. Otherwise you need to establish the credibility of blog entries, web pages, and other sources that may raise credibility questions. (Use your head and/or question your instructor about the credibility of specific sources.)
Make Your Essay Yours
Another misconception about research papers is the belief that they are simply a matter of gathering and reporting other people’s ideas and facts. If you want to do a good job, you should make the paper your own by evaluating what you find in your research. Suppose, for example, that you narrowed your focus to nuclear waste in Pennsylvania. You do NOT need to do research to know that there are at least two possible answers to the question “Is nuclear waste a problem in Pennsylvania?” As you do your research, you will find arguments that it is, and arguments that it isn’t. Part of your job is to evaluate these arguments and, based on what you found, come to your own conclusion. Writing your essay is then simply a matter of making your conclusion your thesis (“Nuclear waste - is / is not - a major problem in Pennsylvania.”), and organizing and explaining what you found that led you to that conclusion.

Recursive Research
It was not at all unusual for me to find, late in a good student’s log, an entry for reading/research. The entry is most often accompanied with a note such as “Looked for more examples of _____.” The blank is usually filled by a SUB-POINT of the student’s essay. Life is short, and there are a lot of things to do besides writing research papers. In most cases, especially if the topic is big, you are not expected to find and read everything you possibly can before you start to write. Besides, as noted elsewhere, your paper will take shape as you write your draft. As some parts get bigger, you may decide to drop other parts. But in this process, good students often find themselves going back to the library to find additional specific support for part of their paper.

Using Sources
When using sources other than those required for the course, the first thing you should do is to write down the bibliographical information you will need. You will find which information to write down at the “Owl Online Writing Lab: Using Modern Language Association (MLA) Format.” A link to that site is on the course homepage. Keep the bibliographical information and the information itself together, so that you know what came from where. Indeed, an even better approach is to start your “Works Cited” list as you look at the research.

Read different materials differently. If you want to write about the costs of abortions, you will probably need to wade through numerous articles/book that have a lot of other things to say about abortions. Learn to scan, looking for material that is relevant to your topic. Some students have the misconception that if they use a book, they have to read the whole thing. That is simply not true. Learn how to use the “Table of Contents” (at the front of the book) and the “Index” (at the back of the book) to find the information that is relevant to your topic. Take notes, including the page number of the source. Some people like to use note cards; others prefer paper. It’s your choice (but put all your notes into your envelope).

As you write the draft of your paper, include the in-text citations as you use the source material. Some students do not do so, and then they end up citing incorrect sources. If you do that, your paper will not be accepted.
Copies of Sources for Research Papers

When papers require research, my job is to check that you have paraphrased and quoted material correctly, and that you have cited it correctly. I cannot do this unless I have copies of the sources. Underline or highlight all the passages that you cite or paraphrase. If marked copies of all the sources you used are not in the envelope (and clearly labeled), your paper will not be graded. To get a grade for it, you must resubmit it, correctly done, within two days of the day on which it is returned. (If the source is a book, all I need are xeroxes of the pages that you cite or paraphrase.)

Documenting Sources

The Purposes of Documentation

1. To give credit where it is due. You are, after all, taking someone else’s ideas, knowledge, etc. The least you can do is to give them credit for it (especially if it might be wrong). 

2. To increase your credibility. Why should anyone believe you (or me) about the dangers of nuclear waste, about when a fetus is a human being, about the cost of space exploration, etc.? It is perfectly acceptable, even necessary for non-experts to discuss—and write about—questions such as these. But if we want to be taken seriously, we need to show that we have done some studying ourselves. By citing experts in the field, in other words, we can increase the strength of our arguments.
3. To allow the reader to find more information. If you are really interested in something that you are reading about, you will probably want to find still more that is written about the topic. Your documentation (citations) enables your readers to find your source material and read it for themselves—including the materials that you did not quote or paraphrase. 

The Logic of Documentation

There are two main systems for reporting your source material within your writing. They are the APA (American Psychological Association) and the New MLA (Modern Language Association). We will be using the new MLA, but the logic behind both systems is essentially the same. Once you understand this logic, documentation should be relatively easy to do. 

The main objective of documentation is to enable your reader to find (physically) the page or other source where you got the information. Suppose, for example, that someone is reading your essay and reads a quotation or a paraphrase of someone else’s ideas. Where did it come from? After the quotation or paraphrase, you should have included parentheses ( ) within which you included just enough information for your reader to find your source in your “Works Cited” list. In almost every case, therefore, what you put in the parentheses are the first words from that source’s listing in your “Works Cited.” Unless your written source is only one page long, this ALWAYS includes the page number. Your reader, in other words, should be able to look at the information within the parentheses, go to your “Works Cited” list, and easily find the source. Because a “Works Cited” list can become very long, you must arrange the items in it in alphabetical order to make them easier for your reader to find. 

1. In the text, give two things: 

A. just enough information for the reader to find the work in the “Works Cited List”
B. page references.

2. In the “Works Cited” List, 

A. include all required information, 

B. arrange the list in alphabetical order.

Integrating Source Material into Your Writing

Since whatever you write is taken to be your idea or your knowledge, this raises the question of how you should introduce other people’s ideas into your writing. 

The thesis and topic sentences of your essay should always be yours. Don’t begin a paragraph with a paraphrase. Rarely, you can begin one with a quotation. (The quotation marks will indicate that you are presenting someone else’s idea.) As you research a topic, you will find some information in numerous sources. This is considered common knowledge. Some of it, you will remember. Whatever you can write, as you draft your essay, without looking at your source material, is considered to be your ideas or knowledge. When you do refer to your notes or to sources as you draft, you should put an in-text citation (in parentheses) at the end of that material, and you should introduce that material with an introductory phrase (to let your reader know that what is coming is someone else’s idea or opinion). This is called “framing” the cited materials.
Examples of introductory phrases are: 

According to Mark Newman, a biologist at the Center for Disease Control, .... 

Earnest Hemmingway, a well-known novelist, claims that .... 

In the words of Mary Sheffield, who has just returned from Hong Kong, “....”
Notice that in each example, I have given the source’s name plus a brief description. Your description should include the primary credentials of your source, thereby strengthening the credibility of your argument. I assume, for example, that if you cite Mark Newman, you will be discussing something related to biology or diseases, and not to economics. Unless you have a specific reason for doing so, do not include the title of the work you are citing from in your description. That information has to be included in the Works Cited list anyway, and in your essay it will simply take up space and be a distraction.
Because of the huge variety of source material that is available to you, what to include in the “frame” can become a complicated question. As you get into your various career fields, you will learn more about this, but this course concerns the basics. The primary complication that you will meet here probably can be explained in terms of “primary” and “secondary” sources. This distinction is itself complex, but for our purposes it can be made simple. A primary source is an expert in the topic, a research study on the topic, or a person who claims personal expertise or experience on the topic. These are easy to frame. The person’s name and credentials precede the cited information (whether it be quoted or paraphrased), and the ending parentheses, as explained above, include just enough information to identify the source in the Works Cited list and the page number.
Frequently, however, you will find that your sources are themselves citing sources. For you, the information that they cite is a secondary source (because you are getting it second-hand). In this case, you use the people being cited by your source as the opening of your frame, and then, in the closing parentheses, you use the information from your source to indicate where you got the information. Suppose, for example, that your source is a journal article by James Jones in which he notes that Peter Petrovsky, a biologist at Harvard University, has argued that cloning a human would be dangerous. Suppose also, that for you, the important information is what Petrovsky claimed. In the text, you might write something like 
Peter Petrovsky, a biologist at Harvard University, argues that cloning a human would be dangerous. (Jones, 33)

In framing the quotation in this way, you are claiming that the information can be found in the article by Jones. 

Note that the credibility question becomes complex. Ideally, your “Works Cited” will indicate that the Jones article is in a credible journal, magazine, newspaper, web site, etc. As you get into your various career fields, you will learn more about what is considered credible and what is not.

A Final Note about What Goes in the Parentheses

As a general rule, the closing of the “frame” with the parentheses means that you, as author of the paper, have taken over control of the ideas in the essay. Whatever comes after the closing parentheses, in other words, is your ideas, opinions, etc. Occasionally, you can add more information from the previous source and cite it with only a page number, but be careful. If any other name appears between the two sets of parentheses, your reader will take it that the new information can be attributed to that source, and thus expect to find that source in your “Works Cited.” Suppose, for example, that after the statement about Petrovsky, your paragraph continued by referring to a source that you had cited previously.
Adam Adamson would probably disagree, and claim that cloning is no more dangerous than any other major medical operation. But cloning may be dangerous not for the person cloned, but for their offspring. (35)

Does the “35” refer to something in Jones’s article, or to something by Adamson? It is your job as writer to keep the source references clear.

Page References to Electronic Sources
Page references for sources that were accessed from electronic databases create a special problem. In databases such as ProQuest, you can access the full text of articles as continuous text that does not include the original page numbers. If you use sources such as this, number the pages in the print-out (if they are not already numbered) and use those page numbers for your citations. This will not match the pages in the Works Cited list, but there does not yet appear to be an official MLA standard for handling this problem.  (Remember that part of my job is to check your citations to verify that they are accurate. Thus I will be using these page references to check your work.)
Final Exam Questions

The final exam consists of two parts (A) short answer questions, and (B) an in-class essay. At least four of the five questions on part A will be taken from the following:

Directions: In responding to the following questions, be sure to give examples that illustrate that you know what you are writing about.

1. What is the purpose of an outline, and why, if an outline contains an “A,” must it have a “B.”?

2. Why should one consider one’s audience when writing?

3. What is the difference between revision and editing?

4. What is a thesis and where should it be located in a paper?

5. What should one do when writing an in-class essay or short essay question?

6. What is the purpose of documentation in a paper?

7. What is the difference between brainstorming for a paper about personal experience and brainstorming for a research paper? What should one do in each case?

8. What is a clause, and why is an understanding of clauses important?

9. Why are details important in writing?
10. What is a fallacy, and why is an understanding of fallacies important for a writer?

