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PREFACE
When we first contemplated writing this book two decades ago, we wanted to 
produce a short monograph that would provide a common language for faculty 
teaching in cross-curricular writing programs. Going into its seventh edition, 
Writing Analytically has been through many changes, but it is still what we 
hoped it would be in the beginning: a process-oriented guide to analytical writ-
ing that can serve students’ needs at different stages in their college careers 
and in different disciplines. We hope this new edition will continue to provide 
a basis for conversation—between faculty and students, between students and 
students, and, especially, between writers and their own writing.

The book has been designed with several audiences in mind. It can function 
as the primary text in a first-year composition course or in more advanced 
courses on writing. It can also be used as a supplemental text in writing- 
intensive courses across the curriculum. We think the book will help writers 
across a broad range of levels of preparation, ability, and interest.

A Brief Account of the Book’s Origins and Rationale 
Ideas for Writing Analytically came initially from a series of writing pedagogy 
workshops we offered faculty at the liberal arts college where we teach. The 
college had just passed a new set of graduation requirements that would call 
on faculty from all disciplines to incorporate writing and writing instruction 
into their courses. Because the two of us had training and experience in teach-
ing writing, tutoring in writing centers, and developing writing programs, our 
dean decided we should offer writing pedagogy workshops for our colleagues 
(which we continue to do). During our first attempts at directing this workshop, 
we got an earful on how unprepared faculty felt to teach writing. We also heard 
how unhelpful they found most of the available handbooks, style manuals, and 
writing guides, which they thought would elicit kinds of writing from students 
that did not fit well with the content of their courses or with the disciplinary 
writing practices they wished students to learn.

We listened to what our faculty colleagues had to say, trying to find as much 
common ground as we could between their needs and the recommended 
practices of experts in the field of rhetoric and composition. We especially 
wanted to figure out how we could make established practices in composition 
pedagogy, such as freewriting and writing-to-learn, useful in the kind of writ-
ing that faculty from other disciplines wish to teach. The clearest consensus 
we have found among college faculty is, in fact, on the kind of writing they say 
they want from their students: not issue-based argument, not personal reflec-
tion (the “reaction” paper), not passive summary, but analysis, with its patient 
and methodical inquiry into the meaning of information. Most books of writing 
instruction devote only a chapter, if that, to analysis. Our faculty needed more 
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help teaching analysis, and they needed more on how to engage with students 
in their writing processes; simply providing rules of form and marking what 
students did wrong was not working. 

The solution to this problem, we believe, is to provide a more detailed,  
process-oriented vocabulary of analysis. Over time, and over the seven edi-
tions of this book, we have worked to define the concrete skills students need 
in order to use writing to arrive at ideas. Writing, we tell students, makes you 
smarter. And the writing process, although individual and unknowable to an 
extent, consists of mental activities that can be taught, practiced, and con-
sciously developed. Writers can learn to become smarter.

Good analytical writing is the product of a frame of mind, a set of habits for 
observing and for trying to make sense of things. Entering this analytical frame 
of mind requires writers to overcome the desire for instant answers—to resist 
the reflex move to judgment and to engage course material in a more hands-
on fashion. Writing Analytically supplies specific tasks to achieve these ends 
for each of the three phases of the idea-generating process: making observa-
tions, inferring implications, and making the leap to possible conclusions. The 
book encourages writers to assume an exploratory stance toward ideas and 
evidence, to treat ideas as hypotheses to be tested rather than as self-evident 
truths, and to share their thought processes with readers.

Writing Analytically’s employment of verbal prompts like “So what?” and its 
recommendation of step-by-step procedures, such as the procedure for making 
a thesis evolve, should not be confused with prescriptive slot-filler formulae 
for writing. Our book does not prescribe a fill-in-the-blank grid for producing 
papers. Instead, it offers schematic descriptions of what good thinkers do—as 
acts of mind—when they are confronted with data. 

We continue to believe that the book’s way of describing the analytical 
thought process will make students more confident thinkers, better able to con-
tend with complexity and to move beyond simplistic agree/disagree responses 
and the passive assembling of information. We have faith in the book’s vari-
ous heuristics, not only for their abilities to spur more thoughtful writing, but 
also for the roles they can play in making the classroom a more collaborative 
space. When students and teachers can share the means of idea production, 
class discussion and writing become better connected, and students can more 
easily learn to see that good ideas don’t just happen—they’re made.

New to the 7th Edition
The new edition retains Writing Analytically’s emphasis on observation skills, but 
it now integrates key heuristics, such as notice and focus and the method, under 
broader organizing rubrics such as the Five Analytical Moves. (These key heu-
ristics are set in small capital letters so that they may be easily identified.) Our 
primary task has been to better integrate, contextualize, and condense material 
in the book. The book’s main topics—such as thesis, evidence, and writing with 
sources—now appear in single, rather than multiple, chapters. For example,  
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the discussions of how to word thesis statements and how to revise weak ones 
have now been combined. Similarly, the chapters on Forms & Formats and 
Introductions and Conclusions have been condensed into a single chapter on 
organization: Chapter 9, “From Paragraphs to Papers: Forms and Formats Across 
the Curriculum.” The changes will make it easier for faculty and students to 
choose what they need on each of the book’s major topics.

■ New Chapter 1, “The Analytical Frame of Mind.” The new first chap-
ter now integrates discussion of counterproductive habits of mind 
with discussion of the five analytical moves and the book’s first set of 
observation heuristics. 

■ More help for reading analytically. The second set of analytical tools is 
now integrated into “Reading Analytically” (Chapter 2), where they are 
given a clearer context for use. The early placement of the reading chapter 
allows students to begin immediately to use writing to better understand 
the kinds of complex reading they are asked to do in college.

■ New chapter overviews. Each chapter begins with a brief overview that 
orients readers to the chapter’s contents. These overviews make the 
book more browsable and easier to navigate. 

■ New student essay with an evolving thesis. Chapter 6, “Finding and 
Evolving a Thesis,” includes an essay with an evolving thesis, anno-
tated to help students track the evolution. 

■ A more linear progression. Chapters have been rearranged and in 
some cases combined to allow for a clearer progression from using 
analytical tools to discovering evidence, writing theses, working with 
sources, and revising for style. 

■ Four-color design and new illustrations. The four-color design helps 
students identify key information on each page more quickly, while 
graphic illustrations of the main analytical tools break down the pro-
cesses involved to make them more accessible to students. 

■ Even more help for writing across the curriculum. Chapter 4, 
“Reasoning from Evidence to Claims,” and Chapter 6, “Finding and 
Evolving a Thesis,” evenhandedly address differences between deduc-
tively and inductively organized papers.

■ New, more comprehensive style chapter. In place of what were 
separate chapters on sentence structure and diction, there is now 
Chapter 10, “Style: Choosing Words, Shaping Sentences.”

Change always comes at a cost. Although the new edition is shorter and 
has fewer chapters, some of the new chapters are long: the thesis chapter, the 
evidence chapter, the forms and formats chapter, and the chapter on style. Our 
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hope is that instructors will find it easier to break these unified though longer 
chapters into assignments of a manageable length, rather than to piece together 
assignments from various, sometimes widely separated, places in the book.

How to Use This Book
Though the book’s chapters follow a logical sequence, each can also stand 
alone and be used in different sequences. We think the following chapter 
sequence is the one that will work best for most readers.

Chapter 1, The Analytical Frame of Mind, introduces analysis and integrates 
the observation heuristics into the five analytical moves as antidotes to the 
counterproductive habits of mind. 

Chapter 2, Reading Analytically, offers strategies for using writing in order to 
enhance understanding of written texts. 

Chapter 3, Responding To Traditional Writing Assignments More Analyti-
cally, applies the previous two chapters’ heuristics to responding to traditional 
kinds of writing assignments more analytically.

Chapter 4, Reasoning from Evidence to Claims, brings together discussions of 
evidence and claims, reasoning (the structure of argument), and using evidence 
to build a paper (10 on 1 and 1 on 10). 

Chapter 5, Interpretation, builds on the evidence chapter, adding emphasis 
on  choosing interpretive contexts. The chapter also includes a brief glossary 
of logical fallacies.

Chapter 6, Finding and Evolving a Thesis, demonstrates ways of finding, craft-
ing, and evolving thesis statements along with ways of recognizing and fixing 
weak thesis statements.

Chapter 7, Conversing with Sources: Writing the Researched Paper, engages 
students in ways of using sources beyond passive summary or agree/disagree.

Chapter 8, Finding, Evaluating, and Citing Sources, is a research guide on both 
print and digital sources, written by a college reference librarian.

Chapter 9, From Paragraphs to Papers: Forms and Formats Across the Cur-
riculum, presents introductions, conclusions, and paragraph structure across 
the curriculum, focusing on how formats function, not just as a means of 
organizing a final product, but of generating ideas.

Chapter 10, Style: Choosing Words, Shaping Sentences, helps students learn to 
see the shapes of sentences and understand a writer’s range of stylistic choices, 
rather than allowing them to think that there is just good style and bad style.

Chapter 11, Nine Basic Writing Errors (BWEs) and How to Fix Them, helps 
students identify patterns of errors, practice correction, and distinguish matters 
of error from matters of usage.
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We assume that most professors will want to supply their own subject 
matter for students to write about. The book does, however, contain writing 
exercises throughout that can be applied to a wide range of materials—print 
and visual, text-based (reading), and experiential (writing from direct observa-
tion). In the text itself we suggest using newspapers, magazines, films, primary 
texts (both fiction and nonfiction), academic articles, textbooks, television, 
historical documents, places, advertising, photographs, political campaigns, 
and so on.

There is, by the way, an edition of this book that contains readings—Writing 
Analytically with Readings. It includes writing assignments that call on students 
to apply the skills in the original book to writing about the readings and to using 
the readings as lenses for analyzing other material.

The writing exercises in Writing Analytically take two forms: end-of-chapter 
assignments that could produce papers, and informal writing exercises called 
“Try This” that are embedded inside the chapters near the particular skills 
being discussed. Many of the “Try This” exercises can generate papers, but usu-
ally they are more limited in scope, asking readers to experiment with various 
kinds of data-gathering and analysis.

Interspersed throughout the text are brief commentaries on writing called 
“Voices from Across the Curriculum.” These were written for the book by 
professors at our college from disciplines other than English, Rhetoric, and 
Composition. The Voices speak directly to students on stylistic, rhetorical, 
and epistemological differences across the curriculum, including disciplinary 
protocols, such as the one governing the lab report in the natural and social sci-
ences. No single text or first-year writing course can prepare students for all of 
the kinds of writing they will be asked to do in college and in their professional 
lives. But books about writing like this one can help students acquire the atti-
tudes and skills they’ll need to adapt quickly to writing in the disciplines. Our 
book also foregrounds the many values and expectations that the disciplines 
share about writing.

Note: Readers sometimes conclude that we put the grammar and style chap-
ters at the end of the book because we think these are unimportant or that they 
should only be considered at the end of the writing process. Not true. We locate 
these chapters at the end of the book so that they don’t interrupt the sequenc-
ing of chapters from smaller building blocks—analytical heuristics applied to 
both writing and reading—to larger, more complex considerations (including 
using and interpreting evidence, thesis-driven writing, etc.). Moreover, locating 
the chapter on basic writing errors, with its glossary of grammatical terms, at 
the end of the book makes it easier to use as a reference.

It is the case, however, that we think it best not to begin a writing course 
with a lot of emphasis on grammatical error and the fine points of style, espe-
cially when this practice gets students focused on things that go wrong rather 
than on finding the courage to experiment with ways of finding something  
worth saying.

 Preface xxi

Copyright 2015 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).

Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



About the Authors
David Rosenwasser and Jill Stephen teach writing, rhetoric, and litera-
ture at Muhlenberg College in Allentown, Pennsylvania, where they have 
codirected a Writing Across the Curriculum (WAC) program and Writing 
Center for many years. David taught previously at the University of  
Virginia and then at the College of William and Mary. Jill taught previously at 
New York University and then at Hunter College (CUNY). They have offered 
seminars on writing and writing instruction to faculty and graduate stu-
dents across the country, and they regularly teach a semester-long training 
course to undergraduates preparing to serve as peer tutors in their college’s  
Writing Center.

Acknowledgments
First and foremost, thanks to our students who test-drive and troubleshoot 
the book’s writing advice. Thanks especially to our wonderful cadre of writ-
ing tutors who have developed workshops for students and faculty based on 
our book. Special thanks to former students Sarah Kersh, James Patefield, and 
Anna Whiston for allowing us to use essays of theirs in the book. Sarah Kersh, 
now a professor herself, has also kindly agreed to work with us on upcoming 
instructors’ guides for the book.

We are very grateful to our faculty colleagues at Muhlenberg who created 
workshops for our writing tutors on writing in their disciplines and then con-
tributed expanded versions of these materials for the book: Christopher Borick, 
Keri Colabroy, Thomas Cragin, Paul McEwan, Marcia Morgan, and Mark Sciutto. 
Much thanks as well to Troy Dwyer for his feedback on organization and tone, 
and to Kelly Cannon, reference librarian extraordinaire, for his contribution to 
the book of an excellent and student-friendly guide to print and online research. 

The cross-curricular dimension of this book would be sadly impoverished 
without the interest and support of our faculty colleagues who participate in 
the writing cohort at our college, many of whom are included in the Voices 
from Across the Curriculum boxes in the book. Many of our colleagues have 
shared with us examples of good student and professional writing in their 
fields, writing assignments from their writing-intensive classes, examples of 
their own writing, and responses to our question on what constitutes an ana-
lytical question, including: Linda Bips, James Bloom, Christopher Borick, Susan  
Clemens-Bruder, Keri Colabroy, Ted Conner, Amy Corbin, Karen Dearborn, Daniel 
Doviak, Laura Edelman, Kim Gallon, Jack Gambino, Barri Gold, William Gruen, 
Kathleen Harring, John Malsberger, Eileen McEwan, Brian Mello, Holmes Miller,  
Marcia Morgan, Richard Niesenbaum, Jefferson Pooley, Tad Robinson, Pearl 
Rosenberg, Susan Schwartz, Jordanna Sprayberry, Jeremy Teissere, Alan 
Tjeltveit, and Bruce Wightman. We are also grateful to Katherine Kibblinger 
Gottschalk of Cornell University for permission to quote her paper on the cor-
respondence of E.B. White.

xxii Preface

Copyright 2015 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).

Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



Thanks to Emily Stockton-Brown, Assistant Director of the Writing Center, 
for her sensitivity and her outstanding managerial skills. She tirelessly negoti-
ated the day-to-day needs of faculty and tutors at the Writing Center and in the 
first-year seminar program while we were busy writing. And thanks to our col-
league Linda Bips, with whom we codirect the Writing Program. Grace Gardella, 
administrative assistant in the English department, has gone out of her way to 
make our lives manageable. She notices things that we would otherwise have  
failed to see.

The person we would have been least able to do without in our work on 
this edition is Stephanie Pelkowski Carpenter, who has worked closely with 
us as our developmental editor through a long revision process. Thanks to 
her discerning and experienced eye, her tenacity, her attention to detail, her 
tact, and her ever-present goodwill, we accomplished more than we initially 
could have hoped for. We also benefitted from the guidance of our editors at 
Cengage, Margaret Leslie and Leslie Taggart, and from the patience and pro-
fessionalism of Teresa Christie and Michael Lepera, who took the book from 
manuscript to print. Thanks as well to Mavanee Anderson, who copyedited the 
manuscript, noticing a lot more than just our errors. To editors and publishers 
associated with past editions of the book, we offer our continued gratitude: 
Mary Beth Walden, Karl Yambert, Michael Rosenberg, Dickson Musslewhite, 
Aron Keesbury, John Meyers, Michell Phifer, Karen R. Smith, Julie McBurney, 
and Mandee Eckersley.

Our deep thanks are due to Eddie Singleton, Scott DeWitt, Wendy Hesford, 
and their graduate students at The Ohio State University: our annual visits 
there have nourished our thinking about writing in countless ways. Christine 
Farris at Indiana University has been a friend of the book from its earliest days, 
and we cannot imagine sitting down to revise without the trenchant advice she 
offers us. Thanks too to her colleague, the unsinkable John Schilb, and to Ted 
Leahey, teacher of teachers. And for the many conversations about teaching 
and writing that have sustained us over the years, we thank Richard Louth, 
Dean Ward, Kenny Marotta, Alec Marsh, Miles McCrimmon, and Noreen Lape. 
Thanks finally to our families: Elizabeth Rosenwasser, and Mark, Lesley, and 
Sarah Stephen. 

We would also like to thank the many colleagues who reviewed the book; 
we are grateful for their insight:

 Preface xxiii

Copyright 2015 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).

Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



Diann Ainsworth, Weatherford College
Jeanette Adkins, Tarrant County College
Stevens Amidon, Indiana University–Purdue University Fort Wayne
Derede Arthur, University of California, Santa Cruz
Joan Anderson, California State University, San Marcos
Lisa Bailey, University of South Carolina Moore School of Business
Todd Barnes, Ramapo College of New Jersey
Candace Barrington, Central Connecticut State University
Maria Bates, Pierce College
Karin Becker, Fort Lewis College
Laura Behling, Gustavus Adolphus College
Stephanie Bennett, Monmouth University
Tom Bowie, Regis University
Roland Eric Boys, Oxnard College
David Brantley, College of Southern Maryland
Jessica Brown, City College of San Francisco
Christine Bryant Cohen, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign
Alexandria Casey, Graceland University
Anthony Cavaluzzi, SUNY Adirondack Community College
Johnson Cheu, Michigan State University
Jeff Cofer, Bellevue College
Helen Connell, Barry University
Kristi Costello, Binghampton University – SUNY
Cara Crandall, Emerson College
Rose Day, Central New Mexico Community College
Christopher Diller, Berry College
Susan de Ghize, University of Denver
Virginia Dumont-Poston, Lander University
David Eggebrecht, Concordia University
Anthony Edgington, University of Toledo
Karen Feldman, University of California, Berkeley
Dan Ferguson, Amarillo College
Gina Franco, Knox College
Sue Frankson, College of DuPage
Anne Friedman, Borough of Manhattan Community College
Tessa Garcia, University of Texas–Pan American
Susan Garrett, Goucher College
Edward Geisweidt, The University of Alabama
Nate Gordon, Kishwaukee College
Katherine Hagopian, North Carolina State University
Devon Holmes, University of San Francisco
Sally Hornback, Indiana University-Purdue University Indianapolis
Glenn Hutchinson, University of North Carolina at Charlotte
Habiba Ibrahim, University of Washington

xxiv Preface

Copyright 2015 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).

Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



Joseph Janangelo, Loyola University Chicago
Esther Jones, Clark University
Charlene Keeler, California State University, Fullerton
Douglas King, Gannon University
Constance Koepfinger, Duquesne University
Anne Langendorfer, The Ohio State University
Kim Long, Shippensburg University of Pennsylvania
Laine Lubar, SUNY Broome Community College
Phoenix Lundstrom, Kapi`olani Community College
Cynthia Martin, James Madison University
Lisa Maruca, Wayne State University
Andrea Mason, Pacific Lutheran University
Darin Merrill, Brigham Young University–Idaho
Sarah Newlands, Portland State University
Emmanuel Ngwang, Mississippi Valley State University
Leslie Norris, Rappahannock Community College
Ludwig Otto, Tarrant County College
Adrienne Peek, Modesto Junior College
Adrienne Redding, Andrews University
Julie Rivera, California State University, Long Beach
Jenica Roberts, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign
John Robinson, Diablo Valley College
Pam Rooney, Western Michigan University
Linda Rosekrans, The State University of New York–SUNY Cortland
Becky Rudd, Citrus College
Arthur Saltzman, Missouri Southern State University
Deborah Scaggs, Texas A&M University
Vicki Schwab, State College of Florida, Manatee-Sarasota
Edgar Singleton, The Ohio State University
John Sullivan, Muhlenberg College
Michael Suwak, College of Southern Maryland
Eleanor Swanson, Regis University
Kimberly Thompson, Wittenberg University
Kathleen Walton, Southwestern Oregon Community College
 James Ray Watkins, The Art Institute of Pittsburgh, Online; Colorado Technical 
University, Online; and The Johns Hopkins Center for Talented Youth
Lisa Weihman, West Virginia University
Robert Williams, Radford University
Sally Woelfel, Arizona State University
Nancy Wright, Syracuse University
Robbin Zeff, The George Washington University

 Preface xxv

Copyright 2015 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).

Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



Ancillaries

MindTap
Writing Analytically is also available on MindTap. MindTap is a total course 
solution for English Composition, combining all digital assets—e-Book, writ-
ing assignments, multimedia, assessments, and a gradebook—into a singular, 
customizable learning path designed to improve student skills in grammar, 
research, citation, and, above all, writing. MindTap is well beyond an e-Book 
or digital supplement. MindTap is the first in a new category—The Personal 
Learning Experience.

Online Instructor’s Manual
This manual is available for downloading or printing on the instructor website. 
It includes an overview of the book’s pedagogy, chapter-by-chapter teaching 
suggestions, and guidelines for evaluating students’ writing. Whether you are 
just starting out or have been teaching for years, the authors have designed 
this manual to accommodate you.

Enhanced InSite™ for Writing Analytically
Easily create, assign, and grade writing assignments with Enhanced InSite™ for 
Writing Analytically. From a single, easy-to-navigate site, you and your students 
can manage the flow of papers online, check for originality, and conduct peer 
reviews. Students can access a multimedia e-Book with text-specific workbook, 
private tutoring options, and resources for writers that include anti-plagiarism 
tutorials and downloadable grammar podcasts. Enhanced InSite™ provides the 
tools and resources you and your students need plus the training and support 
you want. Learn more at www.cengage.com/insite.
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Overview In this chapter we define analysis and explain why it is the kind of 
writing you will most often be asked to do in college and beyond. We explain 
the characteristics that college teachers look for in student writing and the 
changes in orientation this kind of writing requires: the analytical frame of 
mind. The chapter identifies the counterproductive habits of mind most likely 
to block good writing and offers in their place the book’s first set of strategies 
for becoming a more observant and more confident writer: notice & focus, Free-
writing, asking “so what?” and the method. These strategies are embedded in a 
discussion of what we call The Five Analytical Moves. 

Writing as a Tool of Thought
Learning to write well means more than learning to organize information in 
appropriate forms and to construct clear and correct sentences. Learning to 
write well means learning ways of using writing in order to think well. 

Good writing does, of course, require attention to form, but writing is not 
just a container for displaying already completed acts of thinking; it is also a 
mental activity. Through writing we figure out what things mean. 

This book will make you more aware of your own acts of thinking and will 
show you how to experiment more deliberately with ways of having ideas—
for example, by sampling various kinds of informal, exploratory writing that 
will enhance your ability to learn. 

As this chapter will show, the analytical process consists of a fairly lim-
ited set of basic moves—strategies—that people who think well have at their 
disposal. Writing Analytically describes and gives names to these strategies, 
which are activities you can practice and use systematically in order to arrive 
at better ideas. 

Our attempt to formulate these moves is not without precedent. Long 
before there were courses on writing, people studied a subject called 
rhetoric—as they still do. Rhetoric is a way of thinking about thinking. It offers 
ways of generating and evaluating arguments as well as ways of arranging 
them for maximum effect in particular situations. This book is a rhetoric in 

CHAPTER 1
The Analytical Frame of Mind
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2 Chapter 1 The Analytical Frame of Mind  Analysis Does More than Break a Subject into Its Parts  3

the sense that it offers methods for observing all manner of data and arriving 
at ideas. The division of rhetoric devoted to the generation of ideas is called 
“invention.” Writing Analytically is an invention-oriented rhetoric. 

In classical rhetoric, procedures and forms that served as aids to discov-
ery were called heuristics. The term comes from the Greek word heuriskein, 
which means “to find out” or “to discover.” This book’s analytical methods, 
such as the ones you will find in this chapter, are heuristics. 

You know how in the cartoons when a character gets an idea, we see 
a light bulb go on over his or her head? That’s the point of view this book 
opposes, because that scenario dooms you to waiting for the light bulb to go 
on. Heuristics are more reliable ways of turning on that light bulb than lying 
around waiting for inspiration. 

Why Faculty Want Analysis 
For over two decades we’ve co-directed a Writing Across the Curriculum 
program in which writing is taught by our colleagues from all of the other 
disciplines. They have helped us to see why analysis is what they expect from 
student writing. They want analysis because of the attitudes toward learning 
that come along with it—the way it teaches learners to cultivate curiosity, to 
tolerate uncertainty, to respect complexity, and to seek to understand a subject 
before they attempt to make arguments about it. 

Overall, what faculty want is for students to learn to do things with 
course material beyond merely reporting it on the one hand, and just react-
ing to it (often through like-dislike, agree-disagree responses) on the other 
(see Figure 1.1). This is the issue that Writing Analytically addresses: how to 
locate a middle ground between passive summary and personal response. 
That middle ground is occupied by analysis. 

Analysis Defined 
To analyze something is to ask what that something means. It is to ask how 
something does what it does or why it is as it is. Analysis is, then, a form of 
detective work that typically pursues something puzzling, something you are 
seeking to understand rather than something you believe you already have 

Figure 1.1
What Faculty Want from Student Writing
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the answers to. Analysis finds questions where there seemed not to be any,  
and it makes connections that might not have been evident at first. Analysis 
is, then, more than just a set of skills: it is a frame of mind, an attitude toward 
experience. 

Analysis is the kind of thinking you’ll most often be asked to do in college, 
the mainstay of serious thought. Yet, it’s also among the most common of our 
mental activities. The fact is that most people already analyze all of the time, 
but they often don’t realize that this is what they’re doing. 

If, for example, you find yourself being followed by a large dog, your 
first response—other than breaking into a cold sweat—will be to analyze the 
situation. What does being followed by a large dog mean for me, here, now? 
Does it mean the dog is vicious and about to attack? Does it mean the dog 
is curious and wants to play? Similarly, if you are losing at a game of tennis 
or you’ve just left a job interview or you are looking at a large painting of a 
woman with three noses, you will begin to analyze. How can I play differently 
to increase my chances of winning? Am I likely to get the job, and why (or 
why not)? Why did the artist give the woman three noses? 

Analysis Does More than Break a Subject into its Parts 
Whether you are analyzing an awkward social situation, an economic problem, 
a painting, a substance in a chemistry lab, or your chances of succeeding in a 
job interview, the process of analysis is the same: 

 j divide the subject into its defining parts, its main elements or 
ingredients 

 j consider how these parts are related, both to each other and to the  
subject as a whole. 

In the case of the large dog, for example, you might notice that he’s drag-
ging a leash, has a ball in his mouth, and is wearing a bright red scarf around 
his neck. Having broken your larger subject into these defining parts, you 
would try to see the connection among them and determine what they mean, 
what they allow you to decide about the nature of the dog: possibly some-
body’s lost pet, playful, probably not hostile, unlikely to bite me. 

Analysis of the painting of the woman with three noses, a subject more like 
the kind you might be asked to write about in a college course, would proceed in 
the same way. Your end result—ideas about the nature of the painting—would 
be determined—as with the dog—not only by noticing its various parts, but 
by your familiarity with the subject. If you knew little about painting, scrutiny 
of its parts would not tell you, for instance, that it is an example of the move-
ment called cubism. You would, however, still be able to draw some analytical 
conclusions—ideas about the meaning and nature of the subject. You might 
conclude, for example, that the artist is interested in perspective or in the way 
we see, as opposed to being interested in realistic depictions of the world.
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One common denominator of all effective analytical writing is that it 
pays close attention to detail. We analyze because our global responses, 
say, to a play or a speech or a social problem, are too general. If you try, for 
example, to comment on an entire football game, you’ll find yourself saying 
things like “great game,” which is a generic response, something you could 
say about almost anything. This “one-size-fits-all” kind of comment doesn’t 
tell us very much except that you probably liked the game.

In order to say more, you would necessarily become more analytical—
shifting your attention to the significance of some important piece of the 
game as a whole—such as “they won because the offensive line was giv-
ing the quarterback all day to find his receivers” or “they lost because they 
couldn’t defend against the safety blitz.” This move from generalization to 
analysis, from the larger subject to its key components, is a characteristic of 
the way we think. In order to understand a subject, we need to discover what 
it is “made of,” the particulars that contribute most strongly to the character 
of the whole. 

If all analysis did was take subjects apart, leaving them broken and 
scattered, the activity would not be worth very much. The student who 
presents a draft to his or her professor with the encouraging words, “Go 
ahead, rip it apart,” reveals a disabling misconception about analysis—
that, like dissecting a frog in a biology lab, analysis takes the life out of  
its subjects. 

Analysis means more than breaking a subject into its parts. When you 
analyze a subject you ask not just “What is it made of?” but also “How do 
these parts help me to understand the meaning of the subject as a whole?” 
A good analysis seeks to locate the life of its subject, the aims and ideas that 
energize it.

Distinguishing Analysis from Summary, 
expressive Writing, and Argument 
How does analysis differ from other kinds of thinking and writing? A 
common way of answering this question is to think of communication as 
having three possible centers of emphasis: the writer, the subject, and the 
audience. Communication, of course, involves all three of these compo-
nents, but some kinds of writing concentrate more on one than on the others 
(see Figure 1.2). Autobiographical writing, for example, such as diaries or 
memoirs or stories about personal experience, centers on the writer and 
his or her desire for self-expression. Argument, in which the writer takes 
a stand on an issue, advocating or arguing against a policy or attitude, is 
reader-centered; its goal is to bring about a change in its readers’ actions 
and beliefs. Analytical writing is more concerned with arriving at an under-
standing of a subject than it is with either self-expression or changing 
readers’ views. 
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These three categories of writing are not mutually exclusive. So, for exam-
ple, expressive (writer-centered) writing is also analytical in its attempts to 
define and explain a writer’s feelings, reactions, and experiences. And analy-
sis is a form of self-expression since it inevitably reflects the ways a writer’s 
experiences have taught him or her to think about the world. Similarly, 
analysis is a close cousin of argument in its emphasis on logic and the dis-
passionate scrutiny of ideas (“What do I think about what I think?”). But as 
we shall see, analysis and argument are not the same. 

Analysis and Summary 
One of the most common kinds of writing you’ll be asked to do in college, in addi-
tion to analysis, is summary. Summary differs from analysis, because the aim 
of summary is to recount in reduced form someone else’s ideas. But summary 
and analysis are also clearly related and usually operate together. Summary is 
important to analysis, because you can’t analyze a subject without laying out its 
significant parts for your reader. Similarly, analysis is important to summary, 
because summarizing is more than just shortening someone else’s writing. To 
write an accurate summary you have to ask analytical questions, such as: 

 j Which of the ideas in the reading are most significant? Why?

 j How do these ideas fit together? What do the key passages in the  
reading mean? 

Like an analysis, an effective summary doesn’t assume that the subject 
matter can speak for itself: the writer needs to play an active role. A good 
summary provides perspective on the subject as a whole by explaining, as an 
analysis does, the meaning and function of each of that subject’s parts. So, 
summary, like analysis, is a tool of understanding and not just a mechani-
cal task. But a summary stops short of analysis because summary typically 
makes much smaller interpretive leaps. 

Laying out the data is key to any kind of analysis, not simply because it 
keeps the analysis accurate, but also because, crucially, it is in the act of carefully 

Figure 1.2
The Communication Triangle
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describing a subject that analytical writers often have their best ideas. The writer 
who can offer a careful description of a subject’s key features is likely to arrive 
at conclusions about possible meanings that others would share. 

Here are two guidelines to be drawn from this discussion of analysis and 
summary:

1. Describe with care. The words you choose to summarize your data will 
contain the germs of your ideas about what the subject means.    

2. In moving from summary to analysis, scrutinize the language you have 
chosen, asking, “Why did I choose this word?” and “What ideas are 
implicit in the language I have used?”

Analysis and expressive Writing  
At their extremes, analysis and expressive writing differ significantly in 
method and aim. The extreme version of expressive writing focuses on the 
self, with other subjects serving only to evoke greater self-understanding. The 
extreme version of analytical writing banishes the “I” and, although its insights 
may derive from personal experience, it foregrounds the writer’s reasoning, 
not his experiences. 

In practice, though, the best versions of analysis and expressive writing 
can overlap a lot. Although most analytical writing done in the academic 
disciplines is about some subject other than the self, all writing is, in a sense, 
personal, because there is an “I” doing the thinking and selecting the details 
to consider. Writing about the self, about one’s own memories and defining 
experiences, is a useful way to stimulate our thinking about words and about 
the role of detail in shaping our ideas about things. 

Virtually all forms of description are implicitly analytical. When you 
choose what you take to be the three most telling details about your subject, 
you have selected significant parts and used them as a means of getting at 
what you take to be the character of the whole. This is what analysis does: it 
goes after an understanding of what something means, its nature, by zeroing 
in on the function of significant detail.

Two Examples of Description as a Form of Analysis  In the two passages 
below, think about what it is that each writer is analyzing through the use of 
description. Which sentences and which details reveal the implicit analysis 
contained in the description? 

First student description

22 Green Hill Road was the most beautiful house I had ever seen. The bricks a light 
brown, and the ivy growing along the sides reflected the sun with such perfection 
every afternoon. Everything about it was magnificent, but the best part about it was 
how it never changed—even from the moment I moved in when I was three, the 
house itself had always been there for me to come back to.
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It was junior year in high school and I was visiting 22 Green Hill Road to pick up a few 
things, when I noticed something different under the clock that wasn’t there when I 
moved out with my mom months earlier. It was a frame filled with pictures of a woman 
in the process of rolling down a luscious light green hill. I couldn’t stop staring at her: 
her hair was dark brown and her jeans were a size too big. I had never met her before, 
and she certainly did not belong in my kitchen—the kitchen that was once so familiar 
I could recall every detail on every wall. My father walked in.

I turned to him. “Who . . . is this?” I asked him. It took him a while to figure out what to 
say. He sighed and answered, “That’s my friend Beth.” He had an ultimate innocence in 
his voice that never went away; I could never stay mad at him for long.

“Oh,” I replied. Then I asked what I wished I had not for a long time afterward. “Did you 
take this?” He backed away from me.

Whenever I stopped by, from that moment on, he turned the frame around so I  
could not see the images of a strange yet now so familiar woman in what used to be 
my kitchen. 

Second student description

I wish I could tell you more about that night, but it’s kind of blurry. What do I 
remember? My father’s voice, “Mommy passed away.” I know I cried, but for how long 
I don’t remember. My boyfriend was there; he only heard my end of the conversation. 
He drove me home from college. I guess that took a couple of hours. There was  
a box of tissues on my lap, but I didn’t use any. He smoked a cigarette at one point,  
and opened up a window. The black air rushed in and settled on me like a  
heavy cloak. 

The following assignment treats the writer’s self as the subject of an 
analysis and calls for the writer to conduct that analysis through the careful 
selection and arrangement of telling detail. 

TRY THIS 1.1: Writing the Self
Write a brief (two-page) descriptive piece about yourself that you would be 
willing to read out loud to others engaged in the same exercise. Do this by offer-
ing a narrative of some revealing and representative “moment”—perhaps a 
kind of moment that tended to recur—in your life. Sometimes the most telling 
moments, those that play a significant role in how we come to be who we are, 
are subtle, small moments, rather than “big” life-changing experiences. Some 
of these small but significant moments are barely remembered until we start 
looking for them with writing. Thus, they engage readers in the writer’s process 
of discovery, which is what good writing should do. Your piece will necessarily 
be a blend of showing and telling, of description and more explicit analysis, 
but make sure not to substitute telling readers how you felt for re-creating the 
experience that made you feel as you did. 
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Analysis and Argument 
Analysis and argument proceed in the same way. They offer evidence, make 
claims about it, and supply reasons that explain and justify the claims. In other 
words, in both analysis and argument you respond to the questions “What 
have you got to go on?” (evidence) and “How did you get there?” (the principles 
and reasons that caused you to conclude what you did about the evidence). 

Although analysis and argument proceed in essentially the same way, 
they differ in the kinds of questions they try to answer. Argument, at its most 
dispassionate, asks, “What can be said with truth about x or y?” In common 
practice, though, the kinds of questions that argument more often answers 
are more committed and directive, such as “Which is better, x or y?”; “How 
can we best achieve x or y?”; and “Why should we stop doing x or y?” 

Analysis, by contrast, asks, “What does x or y mean?” In analysis, the 
evidence (your data) is something you wish to understand, and the claims 
are assertions about what that evidence means. The claim that an analysis 
makes is usually a tentative answer to a what, how, or why question; it seeks 
to explain why people watch professional wrestling or what a rising number 
of sexual harassment cases might mean or how certain features of govern-
ment health care policy are designed to allay the fears of the middle class. 

The claim that an argument makes is often an answer to a should ques-
tion: for example, readers should or shouldn’t vote for bans on smoking in 
public buildings or they should or shouldn’t believe that gays can function 
effectively in the military. The writer of an analysis is more concerned 
with discovering how each of these complex subjects might be defined and 
explained than with convincing readers to approve or disapprove of them. 

Analysis versus Debate-Style Argument Many of you may have been intro-
duced to writing arguments through the debate model—arguing for or against 
a given position, with the aim of defeating an imagined opponent and con-
vincing your audience of the rightness of your position. The agree/disagree 
mode of writing and thinking that you often see in editorials, hear on radio or 
television, and even practice sometimes in school may incline you to focus 
all of your energy on the bottom line—aggressively advancing a claim for or 
against some view—without first engaging in the exploratory interpretation 
of evidence that is so necessary to arriving at thoughtful arguments. But as 
the American College Dictionary says, “to argue implies reasoning or try-
ing to understand; it does not necessarily imply opposition.” It is this more 
exploratory, tentative, and dispassionate mode of argument that this book 
encourages you to practice. 

Adhering to the more restrictive, debate-style definition of argument can 
create a number of problems for careful analytical writers: 

1. By requiring writers to be oppositional, it inclines them to discount or dis-
miss problems on the side or position they have chosen; they cling to the 
same static position rather than testing it as a way of allowing it to evolve.
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2. It inclines writers toward either/or thinking rather than encouraging 
them to formulate more qualified (carefully limited, acknowledg-
ing exceptions, etc.) positions that integrate apparently opposing 
viewpoints. 

3. It overvalues convincing someone else at the expense of developing 
understanding. 

As should now be clear, the aims of analysis and argument can some-
times be in conflict. Nevertheless, it’s important to remember that, in practice, 
analysis and argument are inevitably linked. Even the most tentative and cau-
tiously evolving analysis is ultimately an argument; it asks readers to accept 
a particular interpretation of a set of data. 

Similarly, even the most passionately committed argument is an analy-
sis. If you approach an argument with the primary goals of convincing others 
that you are right and defeating your opponents, you may neglect the more 
important goal of arriving at a fair and accurate assessment of your subject. 
In fact, you will be able to argue much more effectively from evidence if you 
first take the time to really consider what that evidence means and, thereby, 
to find valid positions to argue about it. 

Ethos and Analysis  Analysis, as we have been arguing, is interested in how 
we come to know things, how we make meaning. This focus privileges not 
just conclusions about a subject, but also sharing with readers the thought 
process that led to those conclusions. Rather than telling other people what 
to think, the best analytical writers encourage readers to think collaboratively 
with them. This is true of the best writers in the civic forum as well as in col-
leges and universities. 

It follows that the character of the speaker (ethos) in an analysis will serve 
to create a more collaborative and collegial relationship with readers than 
might be the case in other kinds of writing. 

Classical rhetoric thought of the impact that writers/speakers had on 
audiences in terms of three categories: logos, pathos, and ethos. They are very 
useful, especially as you go about trying to construct a written version of 
yourself that will allow you to succeed and grow as a college writer. The word 
logos (from Greek) refers to the logical component of a piece of writing or 
speaking. Pathos refers to the emotional component in writing, the ways that 
it appeals to feelings in an audience. Ethos will be familiar to you as a term 
because of its relation to the word ethics. In classical rhetoric, ethos is the 
character of the speaker, which is important in determining an audience’s 
acceptance or rejection of his or her arguments. 

Much of this book is concerned with the logos of academic writing, 
with ways of deriving and arguing ideas in colleges, universities, and the 
world of educated discourse. Ethos matters too. The thinking you do is dif-
ficult to separate from the sense the audience has of the person doing the 
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thinking. In fact, the personae (versions of ourselves) we assume when 
we write have a formative impact on what we think and say. Ethos is not 
just a mask we assume in order to appeal to a particular audience. The 
stylistic and thinking moves prescribed by the ethos of particular groups 
become, with practice, part of who we are and thus of how we think and 
interact with others. 

Eventually, college writers need to learn how to adopt different self-rep-
resentations for different academic disciplines. So the acceptable ethos of a 
chemistry lab report differs in significant ways from the one you might adopt 
in a political science or English paper. Nevertheless, in most academic disci-
plines ethos is characterized by the following traits: 

 j nonadversarial tone—not looking for a fight

 j collaborative and collegial—treats readers as colleagues worthy of 
respect who share your interest 

 j carefully qualified—not making overstated claims

 j relative impersonality in self-presentation—keeps focus primarily on 
the subject, not the writer. 

Counterproductive Habits of Mind 
Analysis, we have been suggesting, is a frame of mind, a set of habits for 
observing and making sense of the world. There is also, it is fair to say, an anti-
analytical frame of mind with its own set of habits. These habits shut down 
perception and arrest potential ideas at the cliché stage. Having ideas depends 
on noticing things in a subject that we wish to better understand rather than 
glossing things over with a quick and too-easy understanding. 

The nineteenth-century poet, Emily Dickinson, writes that “Perception of an 
object/Costs precise the object’s loss.” When we leap prematurely to our percep-
tions about a thing, we place a filter between ourselves and the “object,” shrinking 
the amount and kinds of information that can get through to our minds and our 
senses. The point of the Dickinson poem is a paradox—that the ideas we arrive 
at actually deprive us of material with which to have more ideas. So we have to 
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be careful about leaping to conclusions because if we are not careful, this move 
will lead to a form of mental blindness—loss of the object. 

Habit: The Judgment reflex 
In its most primitive form—most automatic and least thoughtful—judging 
is like an on/off switch. When the switch gets thrown in one direction or the 
other, the resulting judgment predetermines and over-directs any subsequent 
thinking we might do. Rather than thinking about what X is or how X operates, 
we lock ourselves prematurely into proving that we were right to think that X 
should be banned or supported.

The psychologist Carl Rogers has written at length on this problem of the 
judgment reflex. He claims that our habitual tendency as humans—virtually 
a programmed response—is to evaluate everything and to do so very quickly. 

When people leap to judgment, they usually land in the mental path-
ways they’ve grown accustomed to traveling, guided by family or friends or 
popular opinion. The fact that you liked or didn’t like a movie probably says 
more about you—your tastes, interests, biases, and experiences—than it does 
about the movie. What makes a movie boring: that it doesn’t have enough 
car chases? that its plot resembles half the plots on cable channels? that 
the leading man was miscast or the dialogue was too long-winded? At the 
very least, in such cases, you’d need to share with readers your criteria for  
judgment—your reasons and your standards of evaluation. 

This is not to say that all judging should be avoided—only delayed. A 
writer needs to take into account how his or her judgment has been affected 
by the details of a particular situation (context) and to acknowledge how 
thinking about these details has led to restricting (qualifying) the range of 
the judgment: X is sometimes true in these particular circumstances. Z is 
probably the right thing to do but only when A and B occur. 

 As a general rule, try to figure out what your subject means before decid-
ing how you feel about it. If you can break the judgment reflex and press 
yourself to analyze before judging a subject, you will often be surprised at 
how much your initial responses change. 

Cures for the Judgment reflex 
 j Become conscious of the like/dislike switch in your own thinking and 

try to avoid it altogether. 

 j Neither agree nor disagree with another person’s position until you 
can repeat that position in a way the other person would accept as fair 
and accurate. Carl Rogers recommends this strategy to negotiators in 
industry and government. 

 j Try eliminating the word “should” from your vocabulary for a while. 
Judgments often take the form of should statements. 

 j Try eliminating evaluative adjectives—those that offer judgments  
with no data. 
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“Jagged” is a descriptive, concrete adjective. It offers something we can 
experience. “Beautiful” is an evaluative adjective. It offers only judgment. 
Sometimes the concrete-abstract divide is complicated. Consider for example 
the word “green,” a literal color with figurative associations (envious, inno-
cent, ecological, etc.). 

TRY THIS 1.2: Experiment with Adjectives and Adverbs 
Write a paragraph of description—on anything that comes to mind—without 
using any evaluative adjectives or adverbs. Alternatively, analyze and catego-
rize the adjectives and adverbs in a piece of your own recent writing, a book 
review, or an editorial. 

Habit: Naturalizing Our Assumptions (Overpersonalizing) 
The word naturalize in this context means we are representing—and seeing—
our own assumptions as natural, as simply the way things are and ought to be. 
Writers who naturalize their own assumptions—a version of the judgment 
reflex—tend to make personal experiences and prejudices an unquestioned 
standard of value. 

It is surprisingly difficult to break the habit of treating our points of view 
as self-evidently true—not just for us, but for everyone. The overpersonalizer 
assumes that because he or she experienced or believes X, everyone else does 
too. But what is “common sense” for one person and so not even in need of 
explaining can be quite uncommon and not so obviously sensible to some-
one else. More often than not, “common sense” is a phrase that really means 
“what seems obvious to me and therefore should be obvious to you.” 

VOiCeS FrOM ACrOSS THe CurriCuluM

Arguments vs. opinions: A Political Scientist Speaks
Writers need to be aware of the distinction between an argument which seeks support 
from evidence, and mere opinions and assertions. People too often assume that in 
politics one opinion is as good as another. (Tocqueville thought this was a peculiarly 
democratic disease.) From this perspective any position a person might take on 
controversial issues is simply his or her opinion to be accepted or rejected by another 
person’s beliefs/prejudices. The key task, therefore, is not so much the substitution of 
knowledge for opinions, but substituting well-constructed arguments for unexamined 
opinions. An argument presupposes a willingness to engage with others. To the extent 
that a writer operates on the assumption that everything is in the end an opinion,  
they have no reason to construct arguments; they are locked into an opinion. 

— JAck GAMBInO, PROFEssOR OF POlITIcAl scIEncE

Habit: generalizing 
What it all boils down to is . . . What this adds up to is . . . The gist of her speech 
was . . . We generalize from our experience because this is one way of arriving 
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at ideas. The problem with generalizing as a habit of mind is that it removes 
the mind—usually much too quickly—from the data that produced the gener-
alization in the first place. 

Most of us tend to remember our global impressions and reactions. The 
dinner was dull. The house was beautiful. The music was exciting. But we for-
get the specific, concrete causes of these impressions (if we ever fully noticed 
them). As a result, we deprive ourselves of material to think with—the data 
that might allow us to reconsider our initial impressions or to share them 
with others. 

The problem comes when generalizations omit any supporting details. 
Consider for a moment what you are actually asking others to do when you 
offer them a generalization such as “The proposed changes in immigra-
tion policy are a disaster.” Unless the recipient of this observation asks a  
question—such as “Why do you think so?”—he or she is being required to take 
your word for it: the changes are a disaster because you say so. 

What happens instead if you offer a few details that caused you to think 
as you do? Clearly, you are on riskier ground. Your listener might think that 
the details you cite lead to different conclusions and a different reading of the 
data, but at least conversation has become possible. 

Cures for the Problem of generalizing 
 j The simplest antidote to the problem of generalizing is to train yourself 

to be more conscious  of where your generalizations come from. Press 
yourself to trace your general impressions back to the particulars that caused 
them. Deciding to become more aware of your own responses to the 
world and their causes counteracts the inevitable numbing that takes 
place as habit takes control of our daily lives.

 j Here’s another strategy for bringing your thinking down from high lev-
els of generality. Think of the words you use as steps on an abstraction 
ladder, and consciously climb down the ladder from abstract general-
ization to concrete detail. 

“Mammal,” for example, is higher on the abstraction ladder than “cow.” 
A concrete word appeals to the senses. Abstract words are not available to 
our senses of touch, sight, hearing, taste, and smell. “Peacekeeping force” is 
an abstract phrase; it conjures up a concept. “Submarine” is concrete. We 
know what people are talking about when they say there is a plan to send 
submarines to a troubled area. We can’t be so sure what is up when people 
start talking about peacekeeping forces. 

TRY THIS 1.3: Distinguishing Abstract from Concrete Words  
Make a list of the first ten words that come to mind and then arrange them 
from most concrete to most abstract. Then repeat the exercise by choosing key 
words from a page of something you have written recently. 

Copyright 2015 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).

Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



14 Chapter 1 The Analytical Frame of Mind  Counterproductive Habits of Mind  15

VOiCeS FrOM ACrOSS THe CurriCuluM

habits of mind in Psychology: A Psychologist Speaks
Psychologists who study the way we process information have established important 
links between the way we think and the way we feel. some psychologists, such as 
Aaron Beck, have identified common “errors in thinking” that parallel the habits of 
mind discussed in this chapter. Beck and others have shown that falling prey to these 
counterproductive habits of mind is associated with a variety of negative outcomes. 
For instance, a tendency to engage in either/or thinking, overgeneralization, and 
personalization has been linked to higher levels of anger, anxiety, and depression. 
Failure to attend to these errors in thinking chokes off reflection and analysis. As a 
result, the person becomes more likely to “react” rather than think, which may prolong 
and exacerbate the negative emotions. 

— MARk scIuTTO, PROFEssOR OF PsycHOlOGy

get Comfortable with uncertainty 
Most of us learn early in life to pretend that we understand things even when 
we don’t. Rather than ask questions and risk looking foolish, we nod our heads. 
Soon, we even come to believe that we understand things when really we don’t, 
or not nearly as well as we think we do. This understandable but problematic 
human trait means that to become better thinkers, most of us have to cultivate 
a more positive attitude toward not knowing. Prepare to be surprised at how 
difficult this can be. Start by trying to accept that uncertainty—even its more 
extreme version, confusion—is a productive state of mind, a precondition to 
having ideas. The poet John Keats coined a memorable phrase for this willed 
tolerance of uncertainty. He called it negative capability. 

I had not had a dispute but a disquisition with Dilke, on various subjects; several 
things dovetailed in my mind, & at once it struck me, what quality went to form a 
Man of Achievement especially in literature & which shakespeare possessed so 
enormously—I mean Negative Capability, that is when man is capable of being in 
uncertainties, Mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact & reason. 

— lETTER TO GEORGE AnD THOMAs kEATs, DEcEMBER 1817

The key phrases here are “capable of being in uncertainties” and “without 
any irritable reaching.” Keats is not saying that facts and reason are unnec-
essary and therefore can be safely ignored. But he does praise the kind of 
person who can remain calm (rather than becoming irritable) in a state of 
uncertainty. He is endorsing a way of being that can stay open to possibilities 
longer than most of us are comfortable with. Negative capability is an essen-
tial habit of mind for productive analytical thinking. 

Tell yourself that you don’t understand, even if you think that you do. 
You’ll know that you are surmounting the fear of uncertainty when the mean-
ing of your evidence starts to seem less rather than more clear to you, and 

Copyright 2015 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).

Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



14 Chapter 1 The Analytical Frame of Mind  Counterproductive Habits of Mind  15

perhaps even strange. You will begin to see details that you hadn’t seen before 
and a range of competing meanings where you had thought there was only one. 

Habit: The Slot-Filler Mentality (Five-Paragraph Form) 
Can a format qualify as a counterproductive habit of mind? Yes, if you consider 
how many high school students have naturalized five-paragraph form as the 
structure for organizing the writing they do in school. 

The shift from high school to college writing is not just a difference in 
degree but a difference in kind. The changes it requires in matters of form and 
style are inevitably also changes in thinking. The primary change in thinking 
for many students demands saying good-bye to five-paragraph form. 

Of course it can be anxiety-producing to bid farewell to this one-size-
fits-all writing format and replace it with a set of different forms for different 
situations. But it’s essential to let go of this particular security blanket.  

So, what’s wrong with five-paragraph form? Its rigid, arbitrary, and 
mechanical organizational scheme values structure over just about every-
thing else, especially in-depth thinking in depth. 

The formula’s defenders say that essays need to be organized and that 
the simple three-part thesis and three body paragraphs (one reason and/or 
example for each) and repetitive conclusion meet that need. They also say 
that five-paragraph form is useful for helping writers to get started. 

But the problem with treating five-paragraph form as a relatively benign 
aid to clarity is that—like any habit—it is very hard to break. The form actually 
discourages thinking by conditioning writers to be afraid of looking closely 
at evidence. If they look too closely, they might find something that doesn’t 
fit, at which point the prefabricated organizational scheme falls apart. And it 
is precisely the something-that-doesn’t-seem-to-fit, the thing writers call a 
“complication,” that triggers good ideas. 

We will return in Chapter 4 to the problems created by five-paragraph 
form and how to remedy them. For now, keep in mind that if you can’t break 
the slot-filler habit, you’ll remain handicapped because five-paragraph form 
runs counter to virtually all of the values and attitudes that you need in order 
to grow as a writer and a thinker. 

learn to Notice 
Some people, especially the very young, are good at noticing things. They see 
things that the rest of us don’t see or have ceased to notice. Growing up, we all 
become increasingly desensitized to the world around us; we tend to forget the 
specific things that get us to feel and think in particular ways. 

But why is this? Is it just that people become duller as they get older? The 
poet William Wordsworth thought so: he argued that we aren’t the victims 
of declining intelligence, but of habit. That is, as we organize our lives so 
that we can function more efficiently, we condition ourselves to see in more 
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predictable ways and to tune out things that are not immediately relevant 
to our daily needs. 

You can test this theory by considering what you did and did not notice 
this morning on the way to work or class or wherever you regularly go. 
Following a routine for moving through the day can be done with minimal 
engagement of either the brain or the senses. Moving along the roadway 
in cars, we periodically realize that miles have gone by while we were 
driving on automatic pilot, attending barely at all to the road or the car or 
the landscape. Arguably, even when we try to focus on something that we 
want to consider, the habit of not really attending to things stays with us. 

The deadening effect of habit on seeing and thinking has long been a pre-
occupation of artists as well as philosophers and psychologists. Some people 
have even defined the aim of art as “defamiliarization.” “The essential purpose 
of art,” writes the novelist David Lodge, “is to overcome the deadening effects 
of habit by representing familiar things in unfamiliar ways.” The man who 
coined the term defamiliarization, Victor Shklovsky, wrote, “Habitualization 
devours works, clothes, furniture, one’s wife, and the fear of war. . . . And 
art exists that one may recover the sensation of life” (David Lodge, The Art of 
Fiction. New York: Penguin, 1992, p.53).

We all know the buzz phrase “thinking outside the box,” which appears 
to mean getting beyond outworn ways of thinking about things. The phrase 
assumes that most of the time most of us are trapped inside the box—inside 
a set of prefabricated answers (clichés) and like/dislike responses. 

In this context, we come to the Five Analytical Moves that thinkers reg-
ularly make when they analyze things. To become a more confident and 
observant writer, you will need to become more aware of these moves in 
your thinking and practice them systematically. 

The Five Analytical Moves 
The act of analyzing can be broken down into five essential moves: 

Move 1: Suspend judgment. 
Move 2: Define significant parts and how they are related.
Move 3:  Make the implicit explicit. Push observations to implications by 

asking “so what?” 
Move 4:  Look for patterns of repetition and contrast and for anomalies  

(the method).
Move 5: Keep reformulating questions and explanations. 

Move 1: Suspend Judgment 
A lot of what passes for thinking is merely reacting: right/wrong, good/bad, 
loved it/hated it, couldn’t relate to it, boring. As we noted in our discussion of 
Counterproductive Habits of Mind, responses like these are habits, reflexes 
of the mind. And they are surprisingly tough habits to break. Experiment: 
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eavesdrop on people walking out of a movie. Most of them will immediately 
voice their approval or disapproval, usually in either/or terms: “I think it was a 
good movie and you are wrong to think it was bad.” And so on. 

A first move in conducting analysis—in fact, a precondition—is to delay 
judgment, especially of the agree-disagree, like-dislike kind. In the opening 
pages of The Great Gatsby, Nick Carraway cites as the one piece of wisdom he 
learned from his father the following statement: “Reserving judgments is a 
matter of infinite hope.” In analysis the goal is always to understand before 
you judge. 

Move 2: Define Significant Parts and How  
They Are related 
In order to define significant parts and figure out how they are related, writers 
need to train themselves to attend closely to details. Becoming observant is 
not natural; it’s learned. Toward that end, this book offers a series of observa-
tion and interpretation strategies to equip you to see more and to make more 
of what you see. 

The first of these is a strategy we call Notice & Focus, which will help you to 
stay open longer to what you can notice in your subject matter. Do this by start-
ing not with “What do I think?” or, worse, with “What do I like/dislike?” but with 
“What do I notice?” This small shift in words will engineer the major conceptual 
shift this chapter asks you to make: to locate more of your time and attention 
in the observation stage, which necessarily precedes formulating a thesis. 

Notice & Focus (ranking) 

Notice & Focus: SloW DoWN

Not “What do you think?” &

Not “What do you like or dislike?”
 but
 “What do you notice?”
A few prompts:

 What do you find most INTERESTING?

 What do you find most STRANGE?

 What do you find most REVEALING?

This exercise is governed by repeated return to the question, “What do you 
notice?”. Most people’s tendency is to generalize and thus rapidly move away 
from whatever it is they are looking at. The question “What do you notice?” 
redirects attention to the subject matter, itself, and delays the pressure to come 
up with answers (see Figure 1.3). 
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Remember to start by noticing as much as you can about what you are 
looking at. Dwell with the data. Record what you see. It will improve your 
memory as well as your ability to think. 

“interesting,” “revealing,” “Strange” 
These three words are triggers for analysis. Often we are interested by things 
that have captured our attention without our clearly knowing why. To say that 
something is interesting is not the end but the beginning of analysis. If you 
press yourself to explain why something is interesting, revealing, or strange, 
you will be prompted to make an analytical move. 

Revealing (or significant) requires you to make choices that can lead to 
interpretive leaps. If something strikes you as revealing or significant, even if 
you’re not yet sure why, you will eventually begin producing some explana-
tion.The word strange gives us permission to notice oddities and things that 
initially seem not to fit. Strange, in this context, is not a judgmental term, but 
one denoting features of a subject that aren’t readily explainable. Where you 
locate something strange, you have isolated something to figure out—what 
makes it strange and why. 

TRY THIS 1.4: NoTIce aNd FocuS Fieldwork 
Try this exercise with a range of subjects: an editorial, the front page of a news-
paper, a website, a key paragraph from something you are reading, the style of 
a favorite writer, conversations overheard around campus, looking at people’s 
shoes, political speeches, a photograph, a cartoon, and so forth. (The speech 
bank at americanrhetoric.com is an excellent source.) Remember to include 
all three steps: notice, rank, and say why. 

1

Repeatedly answer the question, “What do you notice?,” being sure to cite actual details of the 
thing being observed rather than moving to more general observations about it.  (This is more difficult 
than it sounds.)  This phase of the exercise should produce an extended and unordered list of details—
features of the thing being observed—that call attention to themselves for one reason or another. 

2

Rank (create an order of importance) for the various features you have noticed. Answer the 
question “What three details (specific features of the subject matter) are most interesting (or significant 
or revealing or strange)?”  The purpose of relying on “interesting” or one of the other suggested words is 
that these will help to deactivate the like/dislike switch, which is so much a reflex in all of us, and replace 
it with a more analytical perspective.   

3

Say why the three things you selected struck you as the most interesting. Remember to start 
by noticing as much as you can about what you are looking at.  Dwell with the data.  Record what you 
see.  Don’t move to generalization or judgment.  What this procedure will begin to demonstrate is how 
useful description is as a tool for arriving at ideas.  Stay at the description stage longer (in that attitude 
of uncertainty we’ve recommended) and have better ideas.  Training yourself to notice is fun.  It will 
improve your memory as well as your ability to think.  

Figure 1.3
NoTIce & FocuS + Ranking

©
 2

01
5 

Ce
ng

ag
e 

Le
ar

ni
ng

®

Copyright 2015 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).

Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



18 Chapter 1 The Analytical Frame of Mind  Move 2: Define Significant Parts and How They Are Related   19

Noticing and rhetorical Analysis 
When you become attuned to noticing words and details rather than register-
ing general impressions, you inevitably focus not only on the message—what 
gets said—but on how things get said. To notice how information is deliv-
ered is to focus on its rhetoric. To analyze the rhetoric of something is to 
assess how that something persuades or positions us as readers or viewers 
or listeners. 

Rhetorical analysis is an essential skill because it reveals how voices in the 
world are perennially seeking to enlist our support and shape our behavior. 

Everything has a rhetoric, not just political speeches and not even just words: 
classrooms, churches, supermarkets, department store windows, Starbucks, 
photographs, magazine covers, your bedroom, this book. Intention, by the way, 
is not the issue. It doesn’t matter whether the effect of a place or a piece of writ-
ing on its viewers (or readers) is deliberate and planned or not. What matters is 
that you can notice how the details of the thing itself encourage or discourage 
certain kinds of responses in the “consumers” of whatever it is you are studying. 

What, for example, does the high ceiling of a Gothic cathedral invite in 
the way of response from people who enter it? How might the high ceilings 
make people feel about their places in the world? What do the raised plat-
form at the front of a classroom and the tidy rows of desks secured to the 
floor say to the students who enter there? 

To get you started on rhetorical analysis, here is a brief example on the 
layout of our college campus. 

The campus is laid out in several rows and quadrangles. It is interesting to observe where 
the different academic buildings are, relative to the academic departments they house. It is 
also interesting to see how the campus positions student housing. In a way, the campus is 
set up as a series of quadrangles— areas of space with four sides. One of the dormitories, 
for example, forms a quadrangle. Quadrangles invite people to look in—rather than out. 
They are enclosed spaces, the center of which is a kind of blank. The center serves as a 
shared space, a safely walled-off area for the development of a separate community. The 
academic buildings also form a quadrangle of sorts, with an open green space in the center. 
On one side of the quadrangle are the buildings that house the natural and social sciences. 
Opposite these—on the other side of a street that runs through the center of campus—are 
the modern brick and glass structures that house the arts and the humanities. . . . 

What might these details lead us to conclude about the rhetoric of the 
campus layout? 

 j that the campus is inward-looking and self-enclosed

 j that it invites its members to feel separate and safe

 j that it announces the division of the sciences and the social sciences 
from the arts and humanities, so the campus layout arguably creates 
the sense of a divided community. 
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TRY THIS 1.5: Doing NoTIce & FocuS with a Room
List a number of details about it, then rank the three most important ones. Use 
as a focusing question any of the three “trigger” words: interesting, revealing, or 
strange. Or come up with your own focus for the ranking, such as the three aspects 
of the room that seem most to affect the way you feel and behave in the space. 

Doing exploratory Writing in the Observation Stage: Freewriting 
What is especially useful about so-called “prewriting” strategies such as notice 
& focus is freedom—freedom to experiment without worrying about readers 
saying that you are wrong, freedom to just pay attention to what you notice and 
to see where these observations might lead you. But notice & focus and other 
forms of listing can also arrest you in the list stage: you have your column of 
ranked observations, but now what? 

The answer to that last question is to start writing consecutive sentences 
explaining why you found particular details especially interesting and reveal-
ing. Your goal at this stage is not to produce a finished paper, but to start some 
trains of thought on features of your subject that seem worth writing about. 

The name that is most often attached to this kind of exploratory writing—
which can, by the way, happen at various points in the writing process, not just 
at the beginning—is “freewriting.” 

“How Do I Know What I Think Until I See What I Say?” Freewriting is a 
method of arriving at ideas by writing continuously about a subject for a limited 
period of time without pausing to edit or revise. The rationale behind this activity 
can be understood through a well-known remark by the novelist E.M. Forster (in 
regard to the “tyranny” of prearranging everything): “How do I know what I think 
until I see what I say?” Freewriting gives you the chance to see what you’ll say. 

The writer Anne Lamott writes eloquently (in Bird by Bird) about the cen-
sors we all hear as nasty voices in our heads that keep us from writing. These 
are the internalized voices of past critics whose comments have become mag-
nified to suggest that we will never get it right. Freewriting allows us to tune 
out these voices long enough to discover what we might think. 

Freewriting opens up space for thinking by enabling us to catch differ-
ent thoughts as they occur to us, without worrying prematurely about how 
to communicate these to a reader. The order in which ideas occur to us is not 
linear. Things rarely line up in a straight, forward-moving sequence. As we try 
to pursue one thought, others press on our attention. The act of writing allows 
us to follow our mental trails and to experiment with alternate routes without 
losing track of where we’ve been. Without writing, in all but the most carefully 
trained memories, the trails keep vanishing, sometimes leaving us stranded. 

In paper-writing, you are required to develop ideas sequentially. In free-
writing you have the freedom to make sudden, often unanticipated leaps. 
These frequently take you from a bland, predictable statement to an insight. 
You learn what you think by seeing what you say. 
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Freewriting seeks to remove what the rhetorician Peter Elbow saw as the 
primary cause of much poor writing: the writer’s attempt to conduct two essen-
tially opposed activities—drafting and editing, inventing and arranging—at the 
same time. Freewriting helps you to separate these activities until you’ve gener-
ated enough material to actually be worth arranging for an audience. 

In general, only the most practiced analytical thinkers can arrive at their 
best ideas before they begin to write. The common observation, “I know what I 
want to say, I’m just having trouble getting it down on paper,” is a half-truth at 
best. Getting words on paper almost always alters your ideas, and leads you to 
discover thoughts you didn’t know you had. If you expect to have all the answers 
before you begin to write, you are more likely to settle for relatively superficial 
ideas. And, when you try to conduct all of your thinking in your head, you may 
arrive at an idea, but not be able to explain to your readers how you got there. 

When you make the shift from freewriting to writing a first draft, you may 
not—and most likely will not—have all of the answers, but you will waste 
significantly less time chasing ill-focused and inadequately considered ideas 
than might otherwise have been the case. 

The Rules for Freewriting There aren’t many rules to freewriting. 
The first is: pick a concrete starting point. Find something specific to be 

interested in. Notice & Focus works well for locating that focus as do “inter-
esting” and “strange.” 

Write your focus at the top of the page—a few lines or a short list of 
details or a short passage. Then launch the freewrite from there. 

Commit to an allotted time in which you will write continuously. Ten 
minutes is a minimum. You may be surprised at how much you can find to 
say in this amount of time. The more you do freewriting, the better you will 
get at it, and the longer you will be able to go. 

Most importantly, keep your pen (or fingers on the keyboard) moving. 
Don’t reread as you go. Don’t pause to correct things. Don’t cross things out. 
Don’t quit when you think you have run out of things to say. Just keep writing. 

Move 3: Make the implicit explicit. Push 
Observations to implications by Asking “So What?” 
notice & focus, “interesting” and “strange,” as well as freewriting—these moves 
aim to keep writers dwelling longer in the observation phase of analysis, to 
spend more time exploring and amassing data before they leap to making some 
kind of claim. It’s time now to shift our focus to the leap, itself. 

One of the central activities and goals of analysis is to make explicit 
(overtly stated) what is implicit (suggested). When we do so, we are address-
ing such questions as “What follows from this?” and “If this is true, what else 
is true?” The pursuit of such questions—drawing out implications—moves 
our thinking and our writing forward.
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This process of converting suggestions into direct statements is essential 
to analysis, but it is also the feature of analyzing that, among beginning writ-
ers, is least well understood. The fear is that, like the emperor’s new clothes, 
implications aren’t really “there,” but are instead the phantasms of an over-
active imagination. “Reading between the lines” is the common and telling 
phrase that expresses this anxiety. Throughout this book we will have more 
to say about the charge that analysis makes something out of nothing—the 
spaces between the lines rather than what is there in black and white. But 
for now, let’s look at a hypothetical example of this process of drawing out 
implications, to suggest not only how it’s done, but how often we do it in our 
everyday lives. 

Imagine that you are driving down the highway and find yourself analyz-
ing a billboard advertisement for a particular brand of beer. Such an analysis 
might begin with your noticing what the billboard photo contains, its various 
“parts”—six young, athletic-looking and scantily clad men and women drink-
ing beer while pushing kayaks into a fast-running river. If you were to stop 
at this point, you would have produced not an analysis but a summary—a 
description of what the photo contains. If, however, you went on to consider 
what the particulars of the photo imply, your summary would become more 
analytical. 

You might say, for example, that the photo implies that beer is the 
beverage of fashionable, healthy, active people, not just of older men with 
large stomachs dozing in armchairs in front of the television. Thus, the 
advertisement’s meaning goes beyond its explicit contents; your analysis 
would lead you to convert to direct statement meanings that are suggested 
but not overtly stated, such as the advertisement’s goal of attacking a com-
mon, negative stereotype about its product (that only fat, lazy, male people 
drink beer).The naming of parts that you do in analysis is not an end unto 
itself, is not an exercise in making something out of nothing; it serves the 
purpose of allowing you to better understand the nature of your subject. 
The implications of the “parts” you name are an important part of that 
understanding. 

The word implication comes from the Latin implicare, which means “to 
fold in.” The word explicit is in opposition to the idea of implication. It means 
“folded out.” An act of mind is required to take what is folded in and to fold 
it out for all to see. This process of drawing out implications is also known as 
making inferences. Inference and implication are related but not synonymous 
terms. The term implication describes something suggested by the material 
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PuShiNg obServATioNS To CoNCluSioNS: ASkiNg So WhAT?

 (shorthand for)
 What does the observation imply?
 Why does this observation matter?
 Where does this observation get us?
  How can we begin to theorize the significance of the observation?

itself; implications reside in the matter you are studying. The term inference 
describes your thinking process. In short, you infer what the subject implies. 

Asking “So What?” 
asking “so what?” is a universal prompt for spurring the move from observa-
tion to implication and ultimately to interpretation. asking “so what?”—or 
its milder cousin, “And so?”—is a calling to account, a way of pressing 
yourself to confront that essential question, “Why does this matter?” The 
tone of “So what?” can sound rude or at least brusque, but that direct-
ness can be liberating. Often writers will go to great lengths to avoid 
stating what they take something to mean. After all, that leaves them 
open to attack, they fear, if they get it wrong. But asking “so what?” is a 
way of forcing yourself to take the plunge without too much hoopla. And 
when you are tempted to stop thinking too soon, asking “so what?” will  
press you onward. 

Asking “So What?” in a Chain
Experienced analytical writers develop the habit of “asking so what?” repeat-
edly. That is, they ask “So what?,” answer, and then ask “So what?” of that 
answer, and often keep going (see Figure 1.4). The repeated asking of this 
question causes writers to move beyond their first attempt to arrive at a claim. 

By sustaining their pursuit of implications, seasoned writers habitually 
reason in a chain rather than settling prematurely for a single link, as the next 
example illustrates. 

The following is the opening paragraph of a talk given by a professor of 
Political Science at our college, Dr. Jack Gambino, on the occasion of a gallery 

Figure 1.4
ASkINg “So WHaT?”

1 Describe significant evidence

2
Begin to query your own observations by making what is implicit  
explicit

3
Push your observations and statements of implications to interpretive conclusions by again asking  
So What?
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24 Chapter 1 The Analytical Frame of Mind

opening featuring the work of two contemporary photographers of urban and 
industrial landscapes. We have located in brackets our annotations of his 
turns of thought, as these pivot on “strange” and “So what?” (Note: images 
referred to in the example are available from Google Images—type in Camilo 
Vergara fern street 1988, also Edward Burtynsky.) 

If you look closely at camilo Vergara’s photo of Fern street, camden,  
1988, you’ll notice a sign on the side of a dilapidated building:

Danger: men Working

W. hargrove Demolition

Perhaps that warning captures the ominous atmosphere of these very different 
kinds of photographic documents by camilo Vergara and Edward Burtynsky: 
“Danger: Men Working.” Watch out—human beings are at work! But the work that 
is presented is not so much a building-up as it is a tearing-down—the work of 
demolition. [strange: tearing down is unexpected; writer asks “So what?” 
and answers] 

Of course, demolition is often necessary in order to construct anew: old buildings are 
leveled for new projects, whether you are building a highway or bridge in an American 
city or a dam in the chinese countryside. you might call modernity itself, as so many 
have, a process of creative destruction, a term used variously to describe modern art, 
capitalism, and technological innovation. The photographs in this exhibit, however, 
force us to pay attention to the “destructive” side of this modern equation. [strange: 
photos emphasize destruction and not creation; writer asks “So what?” 
and answers] 

What both Burtynsky and Vergara do in their respective ways is to put up a warning 
sign—they question whether the reworking of our natural and social environment 
leads to a sustainable human future. And they wonder whether the process of 
creative destruction may not have spun recklessly out of control, producing places 
that are neither habitable nor sustainable. In fact, a common element connecting 
the two photographic versions is the near absence of people in the landscape. 
[writer points to supporting feature of evidence, about which he will 
further theorize] 

While we see the evidence of the transforming power of human production 
on the physical and social environment, neither Vergara’s urban ruins nor 
Burtynsky’s industrial sites actually show us “men working.” [writer continues 
to move by noticing strange absence of people in photographs of 
sites where men work] Isolated figures peer suspiciously out back doors or 
pick through the rubble, but they appear out of place. [writer asks a final 
“So what?” and arrives at a conclusion:] It is this sense of displacement—
of human beings alienated from the environments they themselves have 
created—that provides the most haunting aspect of the work of these two 
photographers. 
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The Gambino opening is a good example of how asking “so what?” gener-
ates forward momentum for the analysis. Notice the pattern by which the 
paragraph moves: the observation of something strange, about which the 
writer asks and answers “So what?” several times until arriving at a final 
“So what?”—the point at which he decides what his observations ultimately 
mean. We call the final “So what?” in this chain of thinking the ultimate “So 
what?” because it moves from implications to the writer’s culminating point. 

TRY THIS 1.6: Track the “So What?” Question 
The aim of this exercise is to sensitize you to the various moves a writer makes 
when he or she presents and analyzes information. Locate any piece of analytical 
prose—perhaps an article from Arts & Letters Daily online (aldaily.com)— 
and identify in the margins the writer’s moves as we have done for the  
Gambino example.

TRY THIS 1.7: Inferring Implications from Observations 
Each of the statements below is rich in implication. Write a list of as many 
plausible implications as you can think of for each of the statements. After you 
have made your list of implications for each item, consider how you arrived 
at them. You might find it useful to do this exercise along with other people, 
because part of its aim is to reveal the extent to which different people infer 
the same implications.

1.  The sidewalk is disappearing as a feature of the American residential 
landscape. [Here are a couple of implications to prime the pump: peo-
ple don’t walk anywhere anymore; builders lack much sense of social 
responsibility.]

2.  New house designs are tending increasingly toward open plans in 
which the kitchen is not separated from the rest of the house.

3. “Good fences make good neighbors.” — Robert Frost

4.  An increasing number of juveniles—people under the age of eighteen—
are being tried and convicted as adults, rather than as minors, in 
America, with the result that more minors are serving adult sentences 
for crimes they committed while still in their teens.

5.  Neuroscientists tell us that the frontal cortex of the brain, the part that 
is responsible for judgment and especially for impulse control,  
is not fully developed in humans until roughly the age of twenty- 
one. What are the implications of this observation relative to  
observation four?

6. Shopping malls and grocery stores rarely have clocks. 

7.  List as many plausible implications as you can for this statement 
(which has been contested by other researchers).

Copyright 2015 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).

Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



26 Chapter 1 The Analytical Frame of Mind

“In the eye-tracking test, only one in six subjects read Web pages linearly, sentence 
by sentence. In this study, nielsen found that people took in hundreds of pages ‘in 
a pattern that’s very different from what you learned in school.’ It looks like a capital 
letter F. At the top, users read all the way across, but as they proceed their descent 
quickens and horizontal sight contracts, with a slowdown around the middle of the 
page. near the bottom, eyes move almost vertically, the lower-right corner of the page 
largely ignored.”

— MARk BAuERlEIn, “OnlInE lITERAcy Is A lEssER kInD,” The ChroNiCle review

Move 4: look for Patterns of repetition and 
Contrast and for Anomalies (The Method) 
We have been defining analysis as the understanding of parts in relation to 
each other and to a whole. But how do you know which parts to attend to? 
What makes some details in the material you are studying more worthy of 
your attention than others? 

The procedure we call the method offers a tool for uncovering significant 
patterns. Like notice and focus, the method orients you toward significant 
detail; but whereas notice and focus is a deliberately unstructured activity, 
the method applies a matrix or grid of observational moves to a subject. In 
its most reduced form, the method organizes observation and then prompts 
interpretation by asking the following sequence of questions.

In virtually all subjects, repetition and close resemblance (strands) 
are signs of emphasis. In a symphony, for example, certain patterns of 
notes repeat throughout, announcing themselves as major themes. In 
Shakespeare’s play King Lear, references to seeing and eyes call attention to 
themselves through repetition, causing us to recognize that the play is about 
seeing. Binary oppositions, which often consist of two strands or repetitions 
that are in tension with each other, suggest what is at stake in a subject. We 
can understand King Lear by the way it opposes kinds of blindness to ways 
of seeing.

Along with looking for pattern, it is also fruitful to attend to anomalous 
details—those that seem not to fit the pattern. Anomalies help us to revise 
our assumptions. Picture, for example, a TV ad featuring a baseball player 
reading Dostoyevsky in the dugout. In this case, the anomaly, a baseball 

QueSTioNS From THe metHoD

What repeats?  

What goes with what? (strands) 

What is opposed to what? (binaries)

 (for all of these)  SO WHAT?
What doesn’t fit? (anomalies) So what? Co
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player who reads serious literature, subverts the stereotypical assumption 
that sports and intellectualism don’t belong together. 

People tend to avoid information that challenges (by not conforming to) 
views they already hold. Screening out anything that would ruffle the pat-
tern they’ve begun to see, they ignore the evidence that might lead them to 
a better theory. Most advances in thought have arisen when someone has 
observed some phenomenon that does not fit within a prevailing theory. 

The Steps of The Method 
the method of looking for patterns works through a series of steps. Hold yourself ini-
tially to doing the steps one at a time and in order. Later, you will be able to record 
your answers under each of the five steps simultaneously. Although the steps of 
the method are discrete and modular, they are also consecutive. They proceed by 
a kind of narrative logic. Each step leads logically to the next, and then to various 
kinds of regrouping, which is actually rethinking (see Figure 1.5). 

1

List exact repetitions and the number of each (words, details). For example, if forms of the word 
seems repeat three times, write “seems × 3.”  With images, the repeated appearance of high foreheads 
would constitute an exact repetition. Concentrate on substantive (meaning-carrying) words. Only in rare cases 
will words like “and” or “the” merit attention as a significant repetition. At the most literal level, whatever 
repeats is what the thing is about.

2 List repetitions of the same or similar kind of detail or word—which we call strands (for ex-
ample, polite, courteous, decorous). Be able to explain the strand’s connecting logic with a label: manners.

3

List details or words that form or suggest binary oppositions—pairs of words or details that are 
opposites—and select from these the most important ones, which function as organizing contrasts 
(for example, open/closed, ugly/beautiful, global/local).  Your goal here is not to engage in either/or 
thinking but to locate what is at stake in the subject, the tensions and issues that it is trying to resolve. 

4
Choose ONE repetition, strand, or binary as a starting point for a healthy paragraph (or two) 
in which you discuss its significance in relation to the whole. (This ranking, as in Notice and Focus, 
prompts an interpretive leap.)

5
Locate anomalies: exceptions to the pattern, things that seem not to fit. Once you see an 
anomaly, you will often find that it is part of a strand you had not detected (and perhaps one side of a 
previously unseen binary).

Figure 1.5

THe MeTHod

Expect ideas to suggest themselves to you as you move through the steps 
of the method. Strands often begin to suggest other strands that are in oppo-
sition to them. Words you first took to be parts of one strand may migrate 
to different strands. This process of noticing and then relocating words and 
details into different patterns is one aspect of doing the method that can push 
your analysis to interpretation. 

It may be helpful to think of this method of analysis as a form of mental 
doodling. Rather than worrying about what you are going to say, or about 
whether or not you understand, you instead get out a pencil and start tallying 
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28 Chapter 1 The Analytical Frame of Mind

up what you see. Engaged in this process, you’ll soon find yourself gaining 
entry to the logic of your subject matter. 

Two examples of The Method generating ideas 
In the paragraph below you can see how the writer’s noticing strands and 
binaries directs his thinking. 

First Gladwell notes the differences in two kinds of fashion ads aimed at 
men. There are the high fashion ads and the Dockers ads. In the first of these, 
the word “beautiful” repeats twice as part of a strand (including “gorgeous,” 
“interesting,” “supermodel,” “demure”). The writer then poses traits of the 
Dockers ads as an opposing strand. Instead of a beautiful face there is no 
face; instead of “gorgeous outfit,” “it’s tough to concentrate on the clothes.” 
These oppositions cause the writer to make his interpretive leap, that the 
Dockers ads “weren’t primarily concerned with clothes at all” and that this 
was intentional. 

In the student essay, below, Lesley Stephen develops a key contrast 
between two thinkers, Sigmund Freud and Michel Foucault, by noticing the 
different meanings that each attaches to some of the same key words. the 
method helps to locate the key terms and to define them by seeing what other 
words they suggest (strands). 
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Freud defines civilization as serving two main purposes. The first is to protect men 
against nature, and the second is to adjust their mutual relations. Freud seems to offer 
returning to nature as a possible solution for men’s sexual freedom. I think Freud might 
believe that returning to nature by rejecting civilization could bring about sexual 
freedom, but that sexual freedom does not necessarily equal happiness.

Foucault completely defies Freud’s idea that sexuality is natural and that repression 
exists as anti-sexuality. He believes that everything is created from discourse; nothing 
is natural. And because nothing is natural, nothing is repressed. There is no such thing 
as a natural desire; if the desire exists, it is because it is already part of the discourse. 

By focusing on repetitions of the words “nature” and “natural” and then see-
ing what goes with what, the writer creates a succinct and revealing comparison. 

Doing The Method on a Poem 
Here is an example of how one might do the method on a piece of text—in this 
case—a student poem. We use a poem because it is compact and so allows us 
to illustrate efficiently how the method works. 

Brooklyn Heights, 4:00 A.M.
Dana Ferrelli 

sipping a warm forty oz. 

coors light on a stoop in 

Brooklyn Heights. I look 

across the street, in the open window; 

Blonde bobbing heads, the 

smack of a jump rope, laughter

of my friends breaking 

beer bottles. Putting out their 

burning filters on the #5 of 

a hopscotch court.

We reminisce of days when we were 

Fat, pimple faced—

look how far we’ve come. But tomorrow 

a little blonde girl will 

pick up a Marlboro light filter, just to play. 

And I’ll buy another forty, because 

that’s how I play now.

Reminiscing about how far I’ve come 
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30 Chapter 1 The Analytical Frame of Mind

Here are the steps of the method, applied to the preceding poem. 

1. Words that repeat exactly: forty 3 2, blonde 3 2, how far we’ve (I’ve) come 3 2, 
light 3 2, reminisce, reminiscing 3 2, filter, filters 3 2, Brooklyn Heights 3 2

2. Strands: jump rope, laughter, play, hopscotch (connecting logic: childhood 
games, the carefree worldview of childhood),  Coors Light, Marlboro Light 
filters, beer bottles  (connecting logic: drugs, adult “games,” escapism?), 

 Smack, burning, breaking (connecting logic: violent actions and powerful 
emotion: burning)

3. Binary oppositions: how far we’ve come/how far I’ve come (a move from 
plural to singular, from a sense of group identity to isolation, from 
group values to a more individual consideration)

Burning/putting out

Coors Light, Marlboro Lights/jump rope, hopscotch

How far I’ve come (two meanings of far?, one positive, one not)

Heights/stoop

Present/past
4. Ranked repetitions, strands and binaries plus paragraph explaining the choice 

of one of these as central to understanding.

Most important repetitions: forty, how far we’ve/I’ve come

Most important strands: childhood games and adulthood games

 Most important binaries: Burning versus putting out, open and laughter
versus putting out

5. Anomaly: Fat, pimple faced—

This detail does not fit with the otherwise halcyon treatment of childhood. 

The repetition of forty (forty ounce 
beer) is interesting. It signals a certain 

weariness—perhaps with a kind of pun on forty to suggest middle age and thus 
the speaker’s concern about moving toward being older in a way that seems 
stale and flat. The beer, after all, is warm—which is not the best state for a beer 
to be in, once opened, if it is to retain its taste and character. Forty ounces of 
beer might also suggest excess—“supersizing.”

The most important (or at least most interesting) binary opposition is 
burning versus putting out. This binary seems to be part of a more intense 
strand in the poem, one that runs counter to the weary prospect of mov-
ing on toward a perhaps lonely (“how far I’ve come”) middle-aged feeling. 
Burning goes with breaking and the smack of the jump rope, and even put-
ting out (a strand), if we visualize putting out not just as fire extinguished 
but in terms of putting a cigarette out by pushing the burning end of it into 
something (the number 5 on the Hopscotch court). The poem’s language has 
a violent and passionate edge to it, even though the violent words are not 
always in a violent context (for example, the smack of the jump rope).

ANAlYSiS (HeAlTHY PArAgrAPHS)
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This is a rather melancholy poem in which, perhaps, the speaker is 
mourning the passing, the “putting out” of the passion of youth (“burning”). 
In the poem’s more obvious binary—the opposition of childhood games to 
more “adult” ones— the same melancholy plays itself out, making the poem’s 
refrain-like repetition of “how far I’ve come” ring with unhappy irony. The lit-
tle blonde girl is an image of the speaker’s own past self (since the poem talks 
about reminiscing), and the speaker mourns that little girl’s (her own) pass-
ing into a more uncertain and less carefree state. It is 4:00 A.M. in Brooklyn 
Heights—just about the end of night, the darkest point perhaps before the 
beginning of morning. But windows are open, suggesting possibility, so things 
are not all bad. The friends make noise together, break bottles together, revisit 
hopscotch square 5 together, and contemplate moving on.

Note: the reference to “Fat, pimple faced—” in the poem is an anomaly 
in the otherwise idealized representation of childhood in terms of games 
and laughter. The young women in the poem are sad that they can re-enact 
childhood games but they can’t recover childhood’s innocent happiness. 
The anomaly usefully reminds us of adults’ desire to idealize the past by 
forgetting that the past has pimples as well as hopscotch. “Fat, pimple 
faced—” goes with what we might also be able to see as an anomaly—the 
open windows in what the poem otherwise describes as a steady closing 
down of hope.

Notice how this discussion moves from analysis of a key repetition and 
a key binary to a series of claims about the meaning of the poem as a whole. 
Writing about the data that the method has gathered leads us to see how the 
significant parts are related (Move 2 of the Five Analytical Moves). 

TRY THIS 1.8: Doing THe MeTHod on a Poem 
Go online and locate “The Crowd at the Ballgame” by William Carlos Williams 
(a famous American poet). A useful site for finding poems is poetryfoundation 
.org. Do the method on the poem individually or in groups, using our treatment 
of “Brooklyn Heights, 4:00 A.M.” as a model. Be sure to do the steps, including 
the healthy paragraph, in writing. 

Troubleshooting The Method 
the method is a means to an end, not an end in itself. Deciding what goes with 
what is an analytical move. It’s not just listing. One aim of the method is to induce 
you to pay more attention, and a different kind of attention, to what you are 
studying. 

Don’t let the procedure turn into tedious or superficial data-gathering. 
Look for the interesting repetitions, strands and binaries, not just the most 
prevalent ones. Let this activity generate ideas. 

In applying the method to longer texts, don’t try to cover everything, and 
don’t start making your lists until you have done a chunk of the reading. After 
all, you can’t be expected to recognize a repetition in an extended essay until 
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32 Chapter 1 The Analytical Frame of Mind

it has reappeared several times. Keep informal lists in the margins as you 
read, or in the inside cover of a book. When you become aware of an opposi-
tion, you can mark it with a 1/2 next to the paragraph where you were struck. 

the method is designed to prompt thinking. You should be able to offer your 
reasons for why you think a given repetition or strand is most important. You 
should be able to express what issue you think is at stake in the organizing 
contrast you choose as most important. 

As you look over your binaries, choose the binary that you think orga-
nizes the thinking in the subject as a whole—the organizing contrast. Which 
binary contains, implicitly or explicitly, the central issue or question or prob-
lem that is being addressed?

To make the method spark ideas, remember to ask So what? as a way of 
moving from observation to implication. 

TRY THIS 1.9: Do THe MeTHod on a Visual Image
We recommend using an image by Adrian Tomine, a frequent contributor to 
The New Yorker magazine and a graphic novelist. Use Google Images for “New 
Yorker covers + Tomine” to obtain a range of possibilities. We suggest his 
August 24, 2009 cover, “Double Feature”—an image of a crowd at dusk beneath 
the Brooklyn Bridge. Then, for homework repeat the exercise alone, using a 
second Tomine cover—we suggest the November 8, 2004 cover, “Missed Con-
nection,” featuring a man and a woman looking at each other from passing 
subway cars. 

TRY THIS 1.10: Do THe MeTHod on a Reading 
Select any article from Arts & Letters Daily (aldaily.com), and do the method on 
it. Or use the method on the front page of the newspaper, a speech from the 
American Rhetoric website, or perhaps a series of editorials on the same sub-
ject. You can work with as little as a few paragraphs or as much as an entire 
article or chapter or book. 

Move 5: Keep reformulating Questions  
and explanations 
The preceding four analytical moves can be thought of in question form. The 
process of posing and answering such questions—the analytical process—is 
one of trial and error. Learning to write well is largely a matter of learning how 
to frame questions. Whatever questions you ask, the answers you propose 
won’t always turn out to be answers, but may, instead, produce more ques-
tions. It follows that you need to keep the process of understanding open, 
often longer than feels comfortable. You do so by repeatedly reformulat-
ing your questions and explanations and going back to the original data for 
nourishment. 

The following three groups of questions (organized according to the ana-
lytical moves they’re derived from) are typical of what goes on in an analytical 
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writer’s head as he or she attempts to understand a subject. These questions 
will work with almost anything that you want to think about. As you will see, 
the questions are geared toward helping you locate and try on explanations 
for the meaning of various patterns of details. 

Which details seem significant? Why?
What does the detail mean? 
What else might it mean? 

(Moves: Define Significant Parts; Make the Implicit Explicit)
How do the details fit together? What do they have in common?
What does this pattern of details mean?
What else might this same pattern of details mean? How else could  

it be explained? 
(Move: Look for Patterns)

What details don’t seem to fit? How might they be connected with other 
details to form a different pattern?

What does this new pattern mean? How might it cause me to read the 
meaning of individual details differently?

(Moves: Look for Anomalies and Keep Asking Questions) 

We conclude this chapter with an analysis of a famous painting that has 
come to be known as Whistler’s Mother. 

Summing up: Analyzing Whistler’s Mother 
Throughout the chapter we have emphasized the importance of slowing 
down leaps to conclusions in order to spend more time dwelling with the 
data, carefully describing what you notice. We have stressed the importance 
of focusing on the details, looking for questions rather than answers, and tell-
ing yourself you don’t understand even when you think you might. We’ve also  
said that summary and description are close cousins of and necessary to  
analysis, but that analysis provides more interpretive thinking—making the 
implicit explicit. 

Key to any kind of analysis is laying out the data, not simply because 
it keeps the analysis accurate, but also because, crucially, it is in the act of 
carefully describing a subject that analytical writers often have their best 
ideas. What might an analysis of Whistler’s painting include and why? (see 
Figure 1.6). 

The first step is to describe with care. Look for the painting’s significant 
parts and how they’re related (Move 2) and for patterns of repetition and con-
trast (Move 4). The words you choose to describe your data will contain the 
germs of your ideas about what the subject means. In moving from descrip-
tion to analysis, scrutinize the language you have chosen, asking, “Why did 
I choose this word?” and “What ideas are implicit in the language I have 
used?” This attention to your own language will help you to make the implicit 
explicit (Move 3). 
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Figure 1.7 is a depiction of this analytical process in outline form.
What does this analysis tell us? It might tell us that the painter’s choice 

to portray his subject in profile contributes to our sense of her separateness 
from us and of her nonconfrontational passivity. We look at her, but she does 
not look back at us. Her black dress and the fitted lace cap that obscures 
her hair are not only emblems of her self-effacement, shrouds disguising her 
identity like her expressionless face, but also the tools of her self-contain-
ment and thus of her power to remain aloof from prying eyes. 

What is the attraction of this painting (this being one of the questions 
that an analysis might ask)? What might draw a viewer to the sight of this 
austere, drably attired woman, sitting alone in the center of a mostly blank 
space? Perhaps it is the very starkness of the painting, and the mystery of 
self-sufficiency at its center, that attracts us. 

You may not agree with the terms by which we have summarized the 
painting, and thus you may not agree with such conclusions as “the mystery 
of self-sufficiency.” Nor is it necessary that you agree, because there is no 

Figure 1.6

Arrangement In Grey and Black: The Artist’s Mother by James Abbott 
McNeill Whistler, 1871
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34 Chapter 1 The Analytical Frame of Mind  Analysis and Personal Associations  35

single, right answer to what the painting means. But the process of careful 
observation and description and repeated tries at interpretation by asking so 
what? has produced claims about what and how the painting communicates 
that others would at least find reasonable and fair. 

Analysis and Personal Associations 
Although observations like those offered in the “Interpretive Leaps” column 
in Figure 1.7 go beyond simple description, they stay with the task of explain-
ing the painting, rather than moving to private associations that the painting 
might prompt, such as effusions about old age or rocking chairs or the character 
and situation of the writer’s own mother. Such associations could well be valu-
able unto themselves as a means of prompting a searching piece of expressive 
writing. They might also help a writer to interpret some feature of the painting 
that he or she was working to understand. But the writer would not be free to 
use pieces of his or her personal history as conclusions about what the painting 

Data Analytical Moves Interpretive Leaps (So What?)

these details
destabilize the serenity
of the figure, adding
some tension to the
picture in the form of
slightly uneasy posture
and figure's need for
support: she looks too
long, drooped in on her
own spine

austerity and
containment of the
figure made more
pronounced by slight
contrast with busier,
more lively, and more
ornate elements and
with little picture
showing world
outside

subject in profile,
not looking at us

folded hands, fitted
lace cap, contained
hair, expressionless
face

patterned curtain
and picture versus
still figure and blank
wall; slightly frilled
lace cuffs and ties on
cap versus plain black
dress

slightly slouched
body position and
presence of support
for feet

anomalies; make
what is implicit in
the anomalies
explicit

locate organizing
contrast; make
what is implicit
in the contrast
explicit

locate pattern of 
same or similar
detail; make what
is implicit in
pattern of details
explicit

make implicit
explicit (speculate
about what the
detail might
suggest)

figure strikes us as
separate,
nonconfrontational,
passive

figure strikes us as
self-contained,
powerful in her
separateness and 
self-enclosure—
self-sufficient?

Figure 1.7

Summary and Analysis of WHISTleR’S MoTHeR Diagram
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communicates, unless these conclusions could also be reasonably inferred 
from the painting itself. 

Analysis is a creative activity, a fairly open form of inquiry, but its imagi-
native scope is governed by logic. The hypothetical analysis we have offered 
is not the only reading of the painting that a viewer might make, because 
the same pattern of details might lead to different conclusions. But a viewer 
would not be free to conclude anything he or she wished, such as that the 
woman is mourning the death of a son or is patiently waiting to die. Such 
conclusions would be unfounded speculations, since the black dress is not 
sufficient to support them. Analysis often operates in areas where there is 
no one right answer, but like summary and argument, it requires the writer 
to reason from evidence. 

Becoming a Detective 
As we began this chapter by saying, analysis is a form of detective work. It can 
surprise us with ideas that our experiences produce once we take the time 
to listen to ourselves thinking. But analysis is also a discipline; it has rules 
that govern how we proceed and that enable others to judge the validity of 
our ideas. 

A few rules are worth highlighting here: 

1.  The range of associations for explaining a given detail or word must be 
governed by context. 

2.  It’s fine to use your personal reactions as a way into exploring what a 
subject means, but take care not to make an interpretive leap stretch 
further than the actual details will support. 

3.  Because the tendency to transfer meanings from your own life onto a 
subject can lead you to ignore the details of the subject itself, you need 
always to be asking yourself: “What other explanations might plausibly 
account for this same pattern of detail?” 

A good analytical thinker needs to be the attentive Dr. Watson to his or 
her own Sherlock Holmes. That is what the remainder of this book will teach 
you to do. (See Chapter 5 for more on the rules governing interpretation, again 
using Whistler’s Mother as a primary example.) 

Assignments: The Analytical Frame of Mind 
1.  Do THe MeTHod on a Reading. Look for repetitions, strands, and binaries in 

the paragraphs below, the opening of an article entitled “The End of Soli-
tude” by William Deresiewicz, which appeared in The Chronicle of Higher 
Education on January 30, 2009 and at http://chronicle.com/article/The-End-of- 
Solitude/3708. After selecting the repetition, strand, or organizing contrast 
that you find most important, try writing several paragraphs about it. 
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What does the contemporary self want? The camera has created a culture 
of celebrity; the computer is creating a culture of connectivity. As the two 
technologies converge — broadband tipping the Web from text to image, social-
networking sites spreading the mesh of interconnection ever wider—the two 
cultures betray a common impulse. Celebrity and connectivity are both ways 
of becoming known. This is what the contemporary self wants. It wants to be 
recognized, wants to be connected: It wants to be visible. If not to the millions, 
on Survivor or Oprah, then to the hundreds, on Twitter or Facebook. This is the 
quality that validates us, this is how we become real to ourselves—by being 
seen by others. The great contemporary terror is anonymity. If Lionel Trilling was 
right, if the property that grounded the self, in Romanticism, was sincerity, and 
in modernism it was authenticity, then in postmodernism it is visibility. 

If you can, visit this article online and include the paragraph that follows as 
well in your analysis. 

2.  Analyze an Image in Relation to Text. The Adrian Tomine New Yorker covers 
that we referred to in TRY THIS 1.8 could produce a good short paper. You 
could either do the method on the two covers in order to write a comparative 
paper. Or you could do the method on the Tomine cover called “Double Fea-
ture” and the paragraph from “The End of Solitude” above, and write about 
them comparatively. (Note: the entire article is available online.) 

What do you think Tomine’s cover says about the issues raised in “The End 
of Solitude” by William Deresiewicz? How might Tomine see the issues dif-
ferently? And how might Deresiewicz interpret Tomine’s cover, and So what? 

3.  Analyze a Portrait or Other Visual Image. Locate any portrait, preferably 
a good reproduction from an art book or magazine, one that shows detail 
clearly. Then do a version of what we’ve done with Whistler’s Mother. Your 
goal is to produce an analysis of the portrait with the steps we included in 
analyzing Whistler’s Mother. First, summarize the portrait, describing accu-
rately its significant details. Do not go beyond a recounting of what the 
portrait includes; avoid interpreting what these details suggest. 

Then use the various methods offered in this chapter to analyze the data. 
What repetitions (patterns of same or similar detail) do you see? What orga-
nizing contrasts suggest themselves? In light of these patterns of similarity 
and difference, what anomalies do you then begin to detect? Move from the 
data to interpretive conclusions. 

This process will produce a set of interpretive leaps, which you may then 
try to assemble into a more coherent claim of some sort—a short essay about 
what the portrait “says.” 
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Overview Virtually all college-level writing assignments call for students to 
write about reading and to use writing in order to better understand reading. 
The chapter suggests skills that will help writers become more active and more 
confident readers.

The chapter’s strategies include a sequence for writing and talking about 
reading, including pointing, paraphrase 3 3, and passage-based focused freewriting. 
The chapter demonstrates how to unearth the logical structure of a reading 
by uncovering assumptions and tracking binaries, and it explains how to apply a 
reading as a lens for understanding other material. For more extended discus-
sion of summary and other traditional reading-based writing assignments, see 
Chapter 3. On using secondary sources in research-based writing, see Chapter 7.

Becoming Conversant Instead of Reading for the Gist
This chapter will teach you how to do things with readings:

 j how to find the questions rather than just the answers, 

 j how to put key passages from readings into conversation with each other, 

 j how to use an idea or methodology in a reading in order to generate 
thinking about something else, and

 j how to gain control of complex ideas on your own rather than needing 
others (such as teachers) to do this work for you.

These tasks require you to change your orientation to reading. How, you might 
ask, do I make this change, given that I am reading difficult material produced 
by experts?

The challenge of reading well is to become conversant rather than reading 
for the gist. Many readers operate under the mistaken impression that they 
are to read for the gist—for the main point, to be gleaned through a glancing 
speed-reading. Reading for the gist causes readers to leap to global (and usu-
ally unsubstantiated) impressions, attending only superficially to what they 
are reading. Although there are virtues to skimming, the vast majority of 
writing tasks that you will encounter in college and in the workplace require 
your conversancy with material that you have read.

CHAPTER 2
Reading Analytically

 Becoming Conversant Instead of Reading for the Gist 39
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40 Chapter 2 Reading Analytically

To become conversant means that you should be able to:

 j talk about the reading conversationally with other people and answer 
questions about it without having to look everything up, and

 j converse with the material—to be in some kind of dialogue with it, to see 
the questions the material asks, and to pose your own questions about it.

Few people are able to really understand things they read or see without 
making the language of that material in some way their own. We become 
conversant, in other words, by finding ways to actively engage material rather 
than moving passively through it.

If you are to play this more active role in writing about reading, you must 
accept that you need to:

1. Learn to speak the language of the text. Every course is in some sense a 
foreign language course: if a writer wishes to be heard, he or she needs 
to acquire the vocabulary of the experts. That’s why it’s so important 
to pay attention to the actual words in a reading and to use them when 
you write. 

2. Treat reading as a physical as well as a mental activity. Passing your eyes or 
highlighter over the text or generalizing about it or copying notes from 
someone else’s power point will not teach you the skills to become an 
independent thinker. These activities are too passive; they don’t trigger 
your brain into engaging the material. To get physical with the reading, 
focus on particular words and sentences, copy them out, restate them, 
and clarify for yourself what you do and do not understand.

Beyond the Banking Model of Education
The educational theorist Paolo Friere famously criticized a model of education 
that he compared to banking. In the banking model of education, students are 
like banks, accepting deposits of information from their teachers and then 
withdrawing them to give back on exams. Friere argued that an education con-
sisting entirely of “banking”—information in/information out—does not teach 
thinking. Being able to recite the ideas other people have had does not auto-
matically render a person capable of thinking about these ideas or producing 
them. So how can a reader accomplish the goal of acquiring new information 
from a reading while also learning to think about it—to be more than a passive 
conduit through which ideas pass? In a word, you multitask. The rest of this 
chapter will offer strategies to help you assimilate the information in a reading 
as you begin to formulate ways of responding to it. To start, let’s look at how 
the way the information is presented contributes to what it means. 

Rejecting the Transparent Theory of Language
Any child psychology textbook will tell you that as we acquire language, we 
acquire categories that shape our understanding of the world. Words allow us 
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to ask for things, to say what’s on our mind. To an enormous extent, we under-
stand the world and our relation to it by working through language. 

Considering how central language is in our lives, it’s amazing how 
little we think about words themselves. We tend to assume that things 
mean simply or singly, but virtually all words have multiple meanings, 
and words mean differently depending on context. Consider the following 
examples of memorably silly headlines: “Teacher Strikes Idle Kids,” “New 
Vaccines May Contain Rabies,” “Local High School Drop-outs Cut in Half,” 
and “Include Your Children When Baking Cookies” (or if you prefer, “Kids 
Make Nutritious Snacks”). Language is always getting away from us—in such  
sentences as “The bandage was wound around the wound,” or in the classic, 
“Time flies like an arrow; fruit flies like a banana.” The meanings of words 
and the kinds of sense a sentence makes are rarely stable.

The transparent theory of language assumes the opposite, that words 
are more like clear windows opening to a meaning that can be separated 
from language. It also assumes that the meanings of words are obvious and 
self-evident. This theory is roundly rejected by linguists and other language 
specialists. They know that to change a word is inevitably to change mean-
ing. This view, which is known as the constitutive theory of language, holds 
that what we see as reality is shaped by the words we use. What we say is 
inescapably a product of how we say it. And so failure to arrest attention on 
the words themselves causes readers to miss all but the vaguest impression 
of the ideas that the words constitute.

Seek to Understand the Reading Fairly on Its Own Terms
Most good reading starts by giving the reading the benefit of the doubt: this 
is known as producing a sympathetic reading, or reading with the grain. This 
advice applies whether or not you are inclined to agree with the claims in the 
reading. When you are seeking to entertain the reading on its own terms, first 
you have to decide to suspend judgment as an act of mind, trying instead to 
think with the piece.

Reading with the grain does not mean passive restatement—just ven-
triloquizing what the author has to say. A sympathetic reading can and 
should also be an active reading, one in which you as the writer help your 
reader gain some perspective on the piece. Chapter 1 has already given you 
some tools for accomplishing this task: notice and focus (ranking), and the 
method to find patterns and uncover tensions (what is opposed to what). 
These tools allow you to answer the crucial question, “what is at stake in 
the piece, and why?” And as we will discuss later in this chapter, you also 
ask the standard rhetorical question, “what is this piece inviting us to think, 
and by what means?”

This chapter will add several new strategies, beginning with ways of focus-
ing more closely on key words and sentences. But first let us take up briefly what 
writers are being asked to do when instructed to write a critique of a reading. 
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How to Write a Critique
We have just said that good reading starts by seeking to understand a piece 
on its own terms, regardless of your point of view on the subject. Does under-
standing a piece on its own terms mean that your role as a writer is limited to 
supportive restatement of what another writer has said?

In a critique, you still are expected to help readers to understand a read-
ing as an author might wish it to be understood, but you are also expected to 
provide some thinking of your own on the reading. Note that this does not 
mean your thinking about the subject of the reading, but instead your think-
ing about the writer’s thinking about the subject.

Because people take critique to mean “criticize,” they usually assume 
that they should find ways of being oppositional. An effective critique usually 
does not sit in judgment. You are not being asked on the model of talk-show, 
big-opinion culture, to go in and demolish the piece. Critique does not mean 
to attack. Instead, you are trying to put the piece into some kind of perspec-
tive, often more than one possible perspective, for your readers. 

It helps to remember that a reading’s ways of presenting its ideas (the 
“how”) is part of its content (the “what”). So a good critique includes atten-
tion to both what the reading says and how it says it. Here is a list of some of 
the things that you might choose to do in a critique (you can’t do them all). 
These include strategies from Chapter 1 as well as moves you will encounter 
later in this or subsequent chapters.

 j Explain what is at stake in the piece. What, in other words, is opposed 
to what, and why, according to the writer (implicitly, explicitly, or 
both) and why does the writer think it matters?

 j Determine what the reading seems to wish to accomplish, which is 
not always the same thing as that which it explicitly argues. Do this 
in the context of what this chapter will later define as the pitch, the 
complaint, and the moment. 

 j Make the implicit explicit. What might the piece be saying that goes 
beyond what it overtly argues? This is Move #3 of the Five Analytical 
Moves.

 j Try to figure out what the consequences of the piece might be. That is, 
if we think in the way that the reading suggests, what might follow? 
What might we gain? What might we lose?

 j Locate the reading in the context of other similar readings as part of 
an ongoing conversation.

 j Consider how well the evidence in the piece seems to support its 
claims and how well the writer explains her reasons for saying the 
evidence means what she says it does. See Chapter 4.
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 j Consider the logical structure of the piece by uncovering assumptions and 
tracking binaries, which you will find discussed later in this chapter. In 
this way you might locate arguments the piece is having with itself, 
and potentially conflicting or contradictory assumptions upon which 
the piece is built. Revealing such tensions need not launch an attack 
on the piece. Rather, it establishes perspective on the way that the 
reading goes about making its case.

Consider the following rhetorical analysis of a commencement address 
delivered by novelist David Foster Wallace at Kenyon College in 2005 (later 
published as “This Is Water”). Notice how the writer uses description in order 
to arrive at ideas about the speech. Description is essential in a critique, just 
as it is in any analytical writing. You need to start by offering your reader 
some significant detail in order to ground your thinking. When you select 
particular details and call attention to them by describing them, you are likely 
to begin noticing what these details suggest. Description presents details so 
that analysis can make them speak.

Consider how the writer of this analysis makes implicit tensions in the 
speech explicit. As a result, we get some perspective on the character of the 
speech as a whole and on the character of its writer (ethos), which goes beyond 
simple restatement. We are given some critical distance on the piece, which 
is what critique does, without inviting us to approve or disapprove.

“I am not the wise old fish” (1).

“Please don’t worry that I am getting ready to lecture you about compassion“(2).

“Please don’t think that I am giving you moral advice“ (5).

“Please don’t dismiss it as just some finger-wagging Dr. Laura sermon“(7). 

A recurrent feature of the address is the author’s imploring his audience (“Please”)  
not to assume that he is offering moral instruction. The sheer repetition of this pattern 
suggests that he is worried about sounding like a sermonizer, that the writer is  
anxious about the didacticism of his speech.

But obviously the piece does advance a moral position; it does want us to think about 
something serious, which is part of its function as a commencement address. What’s 
most interesting is the final apology, offered just as the piece ends (7). Here Wallace 
appears to shift ground. Rather than denying that he’s “the wise old fish” (1), he denies 
that he is Dr. Laura, or rather, he pleads not to be dismissed as a Dr. Laura. So he’s 
saying, in effect, that we should not see him as a TV personality who scolds (“finger 
wagging”) and offers moral lessons for daily life (“sermon”).

Why is he so worried about the didactic function? Obviously, he is thinking of his 
audience, fearful of appearing to be superior, and fearful that his audience does 
not want to be preached at. But he cannot resist the didactic impulse the occasion 
bestows. In these terms, what is interesting is the divided nature of the address: on  
the one hand, full of parables—little stories with moral intent—and on the other 
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hand, full of repeated denials of the very moral impulse his narratives and the occasion 
itself generically decree.

VOICES FROM ACROSS THE CURRICULUM 

What Do We Mean by Critical Reading? A Music Professor Speaks 

As a first step, we consider what we mean by a “critical reading.” Because the term 
itself has become so ingrained in our consciousness, we rarely think critically about 
what it means. So, we discuss moving beyond a summary of the content and cursory 
judgment. I ask students to take notes on each reading (content and commentary) 
and conclude with three points. These points may include a main idea of the article 
or a part of the author’s argument they found particularly interesting. We try to locate 
insights into the author’s reason for writing the essay and rhetorical gestures or 
techniques used by the author to influence the reader. 

Does the author make his or her objectives and biases explicit? If not, we examine the 
rhetorical strategies authors employ to convince us of their objectivity. We observe the 
ways that language colors the presentation of facts—how “a bitter civil war that pitted 
the slaveholding Southern states against the rest of the country” was probably not 
written by an author sympathetic to the Confederacy.

Much of our time is spent investigating how authors construct their narratives: the way 
the argument is formed and its ideological position. These ways of viewing the reading 
help us to move beyond restatement, delay judgment, and evaluate readings on a 
more sophisticated level. 

 —TeD COnneR, PROfeSSOR Of MuSIC

Focus on Individual Sentences
Analyzing needs to be anchored. Anchoring to a general impression—a global 
sense of what the reading is about—is like putting a hook in a cloud. There is 
nothing specific to think about, to rephrase, to nudge toward implications or 
back to assumptions. The best way to remember what you read and to have 
ideas about it is to start with the local: focus on individual sentences and short 
passages, and build up a knowledge base from there.

It does not matter which sentences you start with. What matters is 
to choose sentences that strike you as especially interesting, revealing, or 
strange (See notice and focus, Chapter 1.) Good reading is slow reading: it stops 
your forward momentum long enough to allow you to dwell on individual 
sentences and make the effort necessary to understand them.

A second and related way that people neglect the actual words is that 
they approach the reading looking to react. They are so busy looking to respond 
to other people’s statements that they don’t listen to what the other person 
is saying. A recent article on reading by the literary and educational theo-
rist Robert Scholes suggests that people read badly because they substitute 
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for the words on the page some association or predetermined idea that the 
words accidentally trigger in them. As a result, they replay their own percep-
tions rather than taking in what the writer is actually saying. (See Robert 
Scholes, “The Transition to College Reading,” Pedagogy, volume 2, number 2, 
Duke UP, 2002, pp. 165–172.)

We will now survey a few techniques for focusing on individual sentences. 

Pointing
Pointing is a practice (associated with two writing theorists and master teach-
ers, Peter Elbow and Sheridan Blau) in which members of a group take turns 
reading sentences aloud. Pointing provides a way of summarizing without 
generalizing, and it is one of the best ways to build community and to stimulate 
discussion (see Figure 2.1). 

1 Select sentences from a reading that you are willing to voice.  

2
Take turns reading individual sentences aloud. No one raises hands or comments on the  
sentences during the pointing. Read only one of your chosen sentences at a time. Later in the session, 
you may read again. 

3
Let the recitation build. Some sentences repeat as refrains; others segue or answer previous 
sentences. Pointing usually lasts about five minutes and ends more or less naturally, when people 
no longer have sentences they wish to read.

FIGURE 2.1 
Pointing

Pointing stirs our memories about the particular language of a piece. 
In reading aloud and hearing others do it, you hear key words and discover 
questions you’d not seen before; and the range of possible starting points for 
getting at what is central in the reading inevitably multiplies. Pointing is an 
antidote for the limiting assumption that a reading has only one main idea. It 
also remedies the tendency of group discussion to veer into general impres-
sions and loose associations.

Using Quotation
Quoting key words and sentences from a reading keeps you focused on specific 
words and ideas rather than general impressions. It is not enough, however, to 
quote key sentences from a reading without discussing what you take them to 
mean, for what a sentence means is never self-evident. A mantra of this book is 
that analytical writers quote in order to analyze. That is, they follow up quotation 
by voicing what specifically they understand that quote to mean. The best way 
to arrive at that meaning is to paraphrase. (Some disciplines, it must be acknowl-
edged, refrain from quoting and include only the paraphrase.) In any case, a quote 
cannot serve as your “answer” by itself; you can’t use a quote in place of your own 
active explanation of what a reading is saying. Quotes only help you to focus and 
launch that explanation. (For more on this subject, see Chapter 7.)
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46 Chapter 2 Reading Analytically

ParaPhrase 3 3
Paraphrasing is one of the simplest and most overlooked ways of discovering 
ideas and stimulating interpretation. Like pointing, paraphrase 3 3 seeks to locate 
you in the local, the particular, and the concrete rather than the global, the 
overly general and the abstract. Rather than make a broad claim about what a 
sentence or passage says, a paraphrase stays much closer to the actual words. 

The word paraphrase means to put one phrase next to (“para”) another 
phrase. When you recast a sentence or two—finding the best synonyms you 
can think of for the original language, translating it into a parallel statement—
you are thinking about what the original words mean. The use of “3 3” (times 3)  
in our label is a reminder to paraphrase key words more than once, not set-
tling too soon for a best synonym (see Figure 2.2).

FIGURE 2.2 
ParaPhrase 3 3

1
Select a short passage (as little as a single sentence or even a phrase) from whatever you are 
studying that you think is interesting, perhaps puzzling, and especially useful for understanding the 
material. Assume you don’t understand it completely, even if you think you do. 

2
Find synonyms for all of the key terms. Don’t just go for the gist, a loose approximation of what 
was said. Substitute language virtually word-for-word to produce a parallel version of the original 
statement. 

3
Repeat this rephrasing several times (we suggest three). This will produce a range of possible 
implications that the original passage may possess. 

4 Contemplate the various versions you have produced. Which seem most plausible as restate-
ments of what the original piece intends to communicate?

5
Decide what you now recognize about the meaning of the original passage. What do you 
now recognize about the passage on the basis of your repeated restatements? What now does the 
passage appear to mean?  What implications have the paraphrasings revealed?

When you paraphrase language, whether your own or language you 
encounter in your reading, you are not just defining terms but opening out 
the wide range of implications those words inevitably possess. When we 
read, it is easy to skip quickly over the words, assuming we know what they 
mean. Yet when people start talking about what particular words mean—the 
difference, for example, between assertive and aggressive or the meaning of 
ordinary words such as polite or realistic or gentlemanly—they usually find less 
agreement than expected.

Note: Different academic disciplines treat paraphrase somewhat differ ently. 
In the humanities, it is essential first to quote an important passage and then 
to paraphrase it. In the social sciences, however, especially in Psychology, you 
paraphrase but rarely if ever quote. In more advanced writing in the social 
sciences, paraphrase serves the purpose of producing the literature review—
survey of relevant research—that forms the introduction to reports.
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how ParaPhrase 3 3 Unlocks Implications: An Example Like the “So what?” 
question, paraphrasing is an effective way of bringing out implications, 
meanings that are there in the original but not overt. And especially if 
you paraphrase the same passage repeatedly, you will discover which 
of the words are most “slippery”—elusive, hard to define simply and 
unambiguously.

Let’s look at a brief example of paraphrase 3 3. The sentence comes from a 
book entitled The Literature Workshop by Sheridan Blau. We have paraphrased 
it three times.

“A conviction of certainty is one of the most certain signs of ignorance and may be the 
best operational definition of stupidity” (213). 

1.  Absence of doubt is a clear indication of cluelessness and is perhaps 
the top way of understanding the lack of intelligence.

2.   A feeling of being right is one of the most reliable indexes of lack of 
knowledge and may show in action the meaning of mental incapacity.

3.  Being confident that you are correct is a foolproof warning that you 
don’t know what’s going on, and this kind of confidence may be an 
embodiment of foolishness.

Having arrived at these three paraphrases, we can use them to explore 
what they suggest—i.e., their implications. Here is a short list. Once you start 
paraphrasing, you discover that there’s a lot going on in this sentence.

 j One implication of the sentence is that as people come to know more 
and more, they feel less confident about what they know.

 j Another is that ignorance and stupidity are probably not the same 
thing, though they are often equated.

 j Another is that there’s a difference between feeling certain about 
something and being aware of this certainty as a conviction.

 j Another implication is that stupidity is hard to define—perhaps  
it can only be defined in practice, “operationally,” and not as an 
abstract concept.

As we paraphrased, we were struck by the repetition of “certainty” in 
“certain,” which led us to wonder about the tone of the sentence. Tone may 
be understood as the implicit point of view, the unspoken attitude of the 
statement towards itself and its readers. The piece overtly attacks “a convic-
tion of certainty” as “a sign of ignorance” and perhaps (“may be”) “a definition 
of stupidity.” So by implication, being less sure you are right would be a sign 
of wisdom. But the statement itself seems extremely sure of itself, brimming 
with confidence: it asserts “a certain sign.”

One implication of this apparent contradiction is that we are meant to 
take the statement with a grain of salt—that is, read it as poking fun at itself 
(ironically), demonstrating the very attitude it advises us to avoid. 
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Try ThIs 2.1: Experiment with ParaPhrase 3 3
Recast the substantive language of the following statements using paraphrase 3 3:

 j “I am entitled to my opinion.”

 j “We hold these truths to be self-evident.”

 j “That’s just common sense.”

What do you come to understand about these remarks as a result of para-
phrasing? Which words, for example, are most slippery (that is, difficult to 
define and thus rephrase) and why?

It is interesting to note, by the way, that Thomas Jefferson originally 
wrote the words “sacred and undeniable” in his draft of the Declaration of 
Independence, instead of “self-evident.” So what? 

Try ThIs 2.2: Paraphrase and Implication
Consider for a moment an assignment a former student of ours, Sean Heron, 
gave to a class of high school students he was student-teaching during a unit 
on the Civil War. He asked students to paraphrase three times the following 
sentence: “The South left the country.” His goal, he reported, was to get them 
to see that “because language is open to interpretation, and history is conveyed 
through language, history must also be open to interpretation.” Use paraphrase 
33 to figure out how Sean’s sentence slants history. 

Passage-Based Focused Freewriting

passage-based focused freewriting increases your ability to learn from what you 
read. It is probably the single best way to arrive at ideas about what you are 
reading. The passage-based version differs from regular freewriting (see Chap-
ter 1) by limiting the focus to a piece of text. It prompts in-depth analysis of a 
representative example, on the assumption that you’ll attain a better apprecia-
tion of the whole after you’ve explored how a piece of it works. 

The more you practice passage-based focused freewriting, the better you will get—
the easier you will find things to say about your chosen passage. Ask yourself:

 j “What one passage in the reading do you think most needs to be dis-
cussed—is most useful and interesting for understanding the material?” 

 j “What one passage seems puzzling, difficult to pin down, anomalous, 
or even just unclear—and how might this be explained?”

The impromptu nature of passage-based focused freewriting encourages you 
to take chances, to think out loud on the page. It invites you to notice what 
you notice in the moment and take some stabs at what the passage might 
mean without having to worry about formulating a weighty thesis state-
ment or maintaining consistency. It allows you to worry less about what you 
don’t understand and instead start to work things out as you write.

A lot of great papers start not as outlines but as freewrites, written in 
class or out (see Figure 2.3).
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Note: It’s okay to work with the details for almost the entire time and 
then press yourself to an interpretive leap with the prompt, but my big  
point is. . . 

some Moves to Make in Passage-Based Focused Freewrites passage-based focused 
freewriting incorporates a number of the methods we have been discussing in 
these first two chapters. So, for example:

 j it often starts with observations discovered by doing notice and focus 

 j it grows out of doing the method, further developing the paragraph that 
explains why you chose one repetition, strand or binary as most important

 j in analyzing the chosen passage, writers normally paraphrase key words

 j and they keep the writing going by insistently asking “so what?” at the 
ends of paragraphs.

The best passage-based focused freewrites usually arrive at one or more of 

the following:

 j Interpretation, which uses restatement to figure out what the sentence 
from the text means.

 j Implication. A useful (and logical) next step is to go after implication. If 
X or Y is true, then what might follow from it? (Or “So what?”)

 j Application. A passage that is resonant in some way for the reader 
might lead him or her to write about some practical way of applying 
the reading—for example, as a lens for understanding other material. 

1

Choose a short passage to focus on and write about it without stopping for 10 to 20 minutes. 
Pick a passage you find interesting and that you probably don’t quite understand. Copy out the passage 
at the beginning of your freewrite. This act will encourage attention to the words and induce you to 
notice more about the particular features of your chosen passage.

2
Contextualize the passage. Where does the passage come from in the text? Of what larger discussion 
is it a part? Briefly answering these questions will prevent you from taking things out of context.

3
Focus on what the passage is inviting readers to think—its point of view—not your point of 
view of that subject. 

4
Make observations about the passage. Stay close to the language you’ve quoted, paraphrasing key 
phrases and teasing out the possible meanings of these words. Then reflect on what you’ve come to better 
understand through paraphrasing. Remember to share your reasoning about what the evidence means. 

5

Address how the passage is representative, how it connects to broader issues in the reading. 
Move from your analysis of local details to consider what the work as a whole may plausibly be “saying” 
about this or that issue or question. It’s okay to work with the details for almost the entire time and then 
press yourself to an interpretive leap with the prompt, “I’m almost out of time but my big point is. . . .”

FIGURE 2.3 
Passage-Based Focused Freewriting
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50 Chapter 2 Reading Analytically

 j Assumptions. We lay out implications by moving forward (so to speak). 
We unearth assumptions by moving backwards. If a text asks us to 
believe X, what else must it already believe? From what unstated 
assumptions, in other words, would X follow?

 j Queries. What questions, what interpretive difficulties and struggles 
are raised by the reading?

Notice how the writers use these moves in the examples that follow.

From Passage-Based Focused Freewrite to Formal Essay It is often productive 
to take a focused freewrite and type it, revising and further freewriting until 
you have filled the inevitable gaps in your thinking that the time limit has 
created. (One colleague of ours has students revise and expand in a different 
font, so both can see how the thinking is evolving.) Eventually, you can build 
up, through a process of accretion, the thinking for an entire paper in this way.

An especially useful way of making passage-based focused freewriting  
productive academically is to freewrite for fifteen minutes every day on a 
different passage as you move through a book. If, for example, you are dis-
cussing a book over four class periods, prepare for each class by giving fifteen 
minutes to a passage before you attend. You will not only discover things to 
say, but also you will begin to write your way to an essay.

A way to get from a freewrite to an essay is to keep starting new free-
writes from the best ideas in your earlier ones. Try putting an asterisk in 
the margin next to your best idea or question, and start another passage-based 
focused freewrite from there.

Passage-Based Focused Freewriting: An Example Below is an example of a 
student’s exploratory writing on an essay by the twentieth-century African-
American writer Langston Hughes. The piece is a twenty-minute reflection on 
two excerpts. Most notable about this piece, perhaps, is the sheer number of 
interesting ideas. That may be because the writer continually returns to the 
language of the original quotes for inspiration. She is not restricted by main-
taining a single and consistent thread. Notice, however, that as the freewrite 
progresses, a primary focus (on the second of her two quotes) seems to emerge.

Passages from “The Negro Artist and the Racial Mountain” by Langston Hughes 

“But jazz to me is one of the inherent expressions of negro life in America; the eternal 
tom-tom beating in the negro soul—the tom-tom of revolt against weariness in a 
white world, a world of subway trains, and work, work, work; the tom-tom of joy and 
laughter, and pain swallowed in a smile. Yet the Philadelphia clubwoman is ashamed 
to say that her race created it and she does not like me to write about it. The old 
subconscious “white is best” runs through her mind. . . . And now she turns up her nose 
at jazz and all its manifestations—likewise almost everything else distinctly racial.” 

“We build our temples for tomorrow, strong as we know how, and we stand on top of 
the mountain, free within ourselves.” 
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Langston Hughes’s 1926 essay on the situation of the negro artist in America sets 
up some interesting issues that are as relevant today as they were in Hughes’s time. 
Interestingly, the final sentence of the essay (“We build our temples. . .”) will be 
echoed some four decades later by the Civil Rights leader, Martin Luther King, but 
with a different spin on the idea of freedom. Hughes writes, “we stand on top of the 
mountain, free within ourselves.” King says, “free at last, free at last, my God almighty, 
we’re free at last.” King asserts an opening out into the world—a freeing of black 
people, finally, from slavery and then another century of oppression.

 Hughes speaks of blacks in a more isolated position—“on top of the mountain” and 
“within ourselves.” Although the mountain may stand for a height from which the artist 
can speak, it is hard to be heard from the top of mountains. It is one thing to be free. It is 
another to be free within oneself. What does this phrase mean? If I am free within myself 
I am at least less vulnerable to those who would restrict me from without. I can live with 
their restrictions. Mine is an inner freedom. Does inner freedom empower artists? Perhaps 
it does. It may allow them to say what they want and not worry about what others say 
or think. This is one thing that Hughes seems to be calling for. But he is also worried 
about lack of recognition of negro artists, not only by whites but by blacks. His use of 
the repeated phrase, tom-tom, is interesting in this respect. It, like the word “mountain,” 
becomes a kind of refrain in the essay—announcing both a desire to rise above the world 
and its difficulties (mountain) and a desire to be heard (tom-tom and mountain as pulpit).

The idea of revolt, outright rebellion, is present but subdued in the essay. The tom-tom is 
a “revolt against weariness” and also an instrument for expressing “joy and laughter.” The 
tom-tom also suggests a link with a past African and probably native American culture—
communicating by drum and music and dance. White culture in the essay stands for a 
joyless world of “work work work.” This is something I would like to think about more, as the 
essay seems to link the loss of soul with the middle and upper classes, both black and white.

And so the essay seeks to claim another space among those he calls “the low down 
folks, the so-called common element.” Of these he says “. . .they do not particularly care 
whether they are like white folks or anybody else. Their joy runs, bang! into ecstasy. 
Their religion soars to a shout. Work maybe a little today, rest a little tomorrow. Play 
awhile. Sing awhile. O, let’s dance!” In these lines Hughes the poet clearly appears. 
Does he say then that the negro artist needs to draw from those of his own people 
who are the most removed from middle class American life? If I had more time, I would 
start thinking here about Hughes’s use of the words “race” and “racial”. . . . (Reprinted 
with permission from the June 23, 1926 issue of The nation. for subscription 
information, call 1-800-333-8536. Portions of each week’s nation magazine can be 
accessed at http://www.thenation.com.)

Passage-Based Focused Freewriting: Another Example passage-based focused 
freewriting is especially well-suited to doing rhetorical analysis, as in the fol-
lowing example. As we explained in Chapter 1, rhetorical analysis seeks to 
understand how a writer’s word choice reveals his or her way of appealing 
to a target audience. Sometimes in-class writings are done in response to a 
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prompt. The prompt for this freewrite was, “How does Obama’s first inaugu-
ral address compare with his election night victory speech?” 

What was most interesting to me about Obama’s inaugural speech was his use of the 
collective first person—“we,” “our,” “us,” etc.—as opposed to the singular “I.” This is 
especially different from his victory speech, which did make use of the singular “I” and 
addressed the audience as “you.” These pronoun choices are actually very conducive to 
the tone of each speech. Obama’s victory speech was a victory speech—it was meant 
to be joyful, hopeful, optimistic, and, of course, thankful… so every use of “you” is not 
accusatory. but rather congratulatory and proud—e.g. “this is because of you,” “you 
have done this,” “this is your victory.”

On the other hand, Obama’s inaugural speech was by and large a more somber piece 
of writing—as the President said to George Stephanopolous, he wanted to capture 
that moment in history as exactly as possible. “You” here is not the American public 
as in the victory speech; rather, “you” is any “enemy” of America. And “I,” it seems, has 
become “we.” This choice automatically makes Obama the voice of society, as though 
speaking for every American. This is a really subtle but smart choice to make, because 
the listener or reader is hearing everything he says as his or her own position. using 
that collective first person also puts Obama on the same level as everyone else, and 
when he does blame America for its own problems, the “our’s” and “we’s” soften the 
blow. The “you’s” here are harsh and accusatory but meant for that great, terrible, 
unnamed enemy to “our” freedom and happiness.

I found a lot more obvious echoes to Lincoln in this speech as compared to the victory 
speech, coupled with earth imagery—for example, “we cannot hallow this ground” 
(Lincoln) vs. “what the cynics fail to understand is that the ground has shifted” (Obama). This 
ties America to the actual physical land. It romanticizes and makes permanent the ideas 
of our country – a nice setting behind all of the nation’s troubles—while simultaneously 
adding to the so-desired degree of “timelessness” of Obama’s first inaugural address.

You can sense the writer, Molly Harper, gathering steam here as she 
begins to make connections in her evidence, yet her rhetorical analysis got 
started from simple observation of Obama’s pronouns and then the signifi-
cance of the contrast between them in the two speeches she is comparing.

Try ThIs 2.3: Do a Passage-Based Focused Freewrite

Select a passage from any of the material that you are reading and copy it at the 
top of the page. Remember to choose the passage in response to the question, 
“What is the single sentence that I think it is most important for us to discuss 
and why?” Then do a twenty-minute focused freewrite, applying the steps 
offered above. Discover what you think by seeing what you say. 

Try ThIs 2.4: Writing & reading with Others: A sequence of Activities
1.  Spend 5–10 minutes pointing on some piece of reading. Remember that 

no one should comment on his or her choice of sentences during the 
pointing exercise.

Copyright 2015 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).

Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



 Situate the Reading Rhetorically 53

2.  Without pausing for discussion, spend 10 minutes doing a passage-based 
focused freewrite on a sentence or several similar sentences from the 
reading. It is important to write nonstop and to keep writing through-
out the appointed time.

3.  Volunteers should then take turns reading all or part of their freewrites 
aloud to the group without comment. It is useful for people to read, 
rather than describe or summarize, what they wrote. As each person 
reads, listeners should jot down words and phrases that catch their 
attention.

4.  After each freewrite is read, listeners call out what they heard in the 
freewrite by responding to the question, “What did you hear?”

Keep a Commonplace Book
Professional writers have long kept commonplace books—essentially, records 
of their reading. Most such books consist primarily of quotations that the 
writers have found striking and memorable. This practice is closely related to 
pointing, paraphrase 3 3, and passage-based focused freewriting.

The word “place” comes from the Latin locus in classical rhetoric and is 
related to places that rhetoricians thought of as reliable starting points from 
which a writer could launch arguments. A commonplace book is a collection 
of ideas, a storehouse for thinking that a writer might later draw on to stimu-
late his or her own writing.

The goal of keeping a commonplace book in a course is to bring you closer 
to the language you find most interesting, which you inscribe in your mem-
ory as you copy it onto the page. (Aim for two quotations with citation from 
each reading.) It’s remarkable what you will notice about a sentence if you 
copy it out, rather than just underlining or highlighting it. Moreover, you will 
find yourself remembering the original language that has struck you most 
forcefully in the reading. That way you can continue to ponder key words 
and phrases and to stay engaged, almost physically, with what the writers  
have said.

In addition to being a record of your reading, the commonplace book 
is also a record of your thinking about the reading. Try to write a sentence 
or two after most of your quotes, noting what you find of interest there, 
perhaps paraphrasing key terms. Alternatively, you might append a para-
graph after all of your quotes from the reading, responding to them as a 
group. Remember not to judge the passages you select in like-dislike terms.

Situate the Reading Rhetorically
There is no such thing as “just information.” Virtually all readings possess what 
speech-act theorists call “illocutionary force,” by which is meant the goal of an 
utterance. Everything you read, to varying degrees, is aware of you, the audi-
ence, and is dealing with you in some way.

Copyright 2015 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).

Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



54 Chapter 2 Reading Analytically

One of the most productive ways of analyzing a reading is to consider 
the frame within which a piece is presented: who its intended audience is, 
what it seeks to persuade that audience about, and how the writer presents 
himself or herself to appeal to that audience. Readings virtually never treat 
these questions explicitly, and thus, it is a valuable analytical move to infer a 
reading’s assumptions about audience.

Find the Pitch, the ComPlaint, and the Moment

An element of situating a reading rhetorically is to locate what it seeks to  
accomplish and what it is set against at a given moment in time. We address 
these concerns as a quest to find what we call the pitch, the complaint, and the moment:

j the pitch, what the piece wishes you to believe.

j the complaint, what the piece is reacting to or worried about.

j the moment, the historical and cultural context within which the piece is 
operating.

Here’s a bit more on each.
the pitch: A reading is an argument, a presentation of information that 

makes a case of some sort, even if the argument is not explicitly stated. Look 
for language that reveals the position or positions the piece seems interested 
in having you adopt.

the complaint: A reading is a reaction to some situation, some set of circum-
stances that the piece has set out to address, even though the writer may 
not say so openly. An indispensable means of understanding someone else’s 
writing is to figure out what seems to have caused the person to write the 
piece in the first place. Writers write, presumably, because they think some-
thing needs to be addressed. What is that something? Look for language in 
the piece that reveals the writer’s starting point. If you can find the position 
or situation he or she is worried about and possibly trying to correct, you will 
more easily locate the pitch, the position the piece asks you to accept.

the moment: A reading is a response to the world conditioned by the writer’s par-
ticular moment in time. In your attempt to figure out not only what a piece says 
but also where it is coming from (the causes of its having been written in the 
first place and the positions it works to establish), history is significant. When 
was the piece written? Where? What else was going on at the time that might 
have shaped the writer’s ideas and attitudes?

Rhetoricians sometimes use a term from classical rhetoric, kairos, for what 
this book calls the moment. This Greek word has been translated roughly as 
“the right time.” Another useful term for the concept of the moment is exi-
gence, which refers to a writer’s reasons for writing, such as a problem that 
requires immediate attention.

the Pitch, the comPlaint, and the moment: Two Brief Examples Here are 
two examples of student writing in response to the request that they  
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locate the pitch, the complaint, and the moment for a famous essay in the field of 
Composition and Rhetoric, “Inventing the University” by David Bartholomae. 

Bartholomae’s complaint seems to center around the idea that writing is typically 
taught at a grammatical, not intellectual, level. ”Basic” writers are identified by their 
sentence level compositional errors, not by the content of their ideas or ability to 
present a complex argument. Bartholomae argues that students must be drawn into 
the language and mindset of academia before they have the authority to confidently 
expand upon more complicated ideas. Students are expected to fluently participate 
in academic discourse long before they have the authority to pull it off with ease. 
Therefore, students should be familiarized with the world of academia and led through 
the preliminary steps towards becoming proficient in its language. This is the only  
way to make them more authoritative writers.

And here is  another example that treats the moment in particular:

The moment, or the specific time in which the essay was written, offers some valuable 
insight into what might have shaped Bartholomae’s perspective. first, it is important 
to note the other writers and thinkers Bartholomae cites throughout the essay. Take 
the author’s frequent mention of writer Pat Bizzell whom Bartholomae deems “one of 
the most important scholars now writing on ‘basic writers’ ” and whom he recognizes 
as “owing a great debt to.” He credits Bizzell with seeing how difficult it is for young 
writers to learn the complex vocabularies and conventions of academic discourse.

There are most likely other, more broadly cultural, influences at work as well, such as the 
American political scene in 1985. In 1984 Ronald Reagan was re-elected president. His 
presidency and the conservative climate it fostered sparked change in Americans’ attitude 
toward education. Reagan’s policies mandated spending cuts and, it can reasonably 
be assumed, invited certain anti-academic and more pre-professional attitudes. In this 
moment, then, Bartholomae’s concerns about higher education and the need for students 
to gain access into the privileged world of the educated begins to make more sense.

Audience Analysis: A Brief Example Consider the following paragraph of stu-
dent writing on the same essay, this time focused on how the essay’s author 
establishes his relationship with his target audience. Here is the assignment 
the writer was responding to: Write a brief analysis of the essay’s rhetoric—
the various methods it employs to gain acceptance with its target audience. 
a) Who is the target audience? How can you tell? Cite and analyze evidence. 
b) What decisions has the author made on how best to “sell” his argument to 
this audience? How do you know?

Bartholomae often uses the inclusive “us” to describe academia, putting the reader 
(presumably, academics) above the level of those being discussed. Students must 
be taught “to speak our language, to speak as we do, to try on the peculiar ways of 
knowing, selecting, evaluating, reporting, concluding and arguing that define the 
discourse of our community” (3). He effectively builds up the reader, perhaps making 
him or her more open to absorbing the argument that follows. He refrains from 
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criticizing, including his audience in his idea and putting them on the same level as he 
is. He refers to the students as ”our students” and writes almost as though the reader  
is separate from any flaws in the current system. He writes to colleagues, with the  
tone of one sharing something new and interesting.

Try ThIs 2.5: Locating the Pitch and the comPlaint

Go to aldaily.com (Arts & Letters Daily, the website sponsored by the Chronicle of 
Higher Education). Locate an article on a topic you find interesting. It should be a 
substantive piece of thinking, as opposed to an editorial or a piece of popular com-
mentary. Find language that you think reveals the pitch and the complaint in your 
chosen article. Type out these sentences and be ready to explain your choices.

Focus on the Structure of Thinking in a Reading
One reason readers get lost is because they lack perspective: they’re trying so 
hard to understand what a text is saying word by word and sentence by sen-
tence that, as the old saying goes, they can’t see the forest for the trees. It can 
often be immensely useful to read for the larger cognitive structure of a piece, 
and two of the best ways to see this structure are to focus on its underlying 
assumptions or to track its use of binary oppositions. The first uncovers its 
premises; the second reveals its preoccupations. (For more on logical analysis, 
see Chapter 4, Reasoning from Evidence to Claims.)

uncovering assumPtions

To read well requires you to see the writer’s reasoning process, especially the 
assumptions (the premises) upon which the writer’s thinking rests. An assump-
tion is an underlying belief from which other statements spring. Assumptions 
are often left unstated, which is why they need to be uncovered.

uncovering assumptions is a version of Move 3 of the Five Analytical Moves 
from Chapter 1: it renders the implicit explicit. But in this case, what is revealed 
is not what follows from a given statement, but rather, what precedes it.

The ability to uncover assumptions is a powerful analytical procedure to 
learn. It gives you insight into the root, the basic givens that a piece of writing 
has assumed are true. When you locate assumptions in a text, you under-
stand the text better—where it’s coming from, what else it believes that is 
more fundamental than what it is overtly declaring. The essential move is to 
ask, “Given its overt claim, what must this reading also already believe?” To answer 
this question you need to make inferences from the primary claims to the 
ideas that underlie them. In effect, you are reasoning backwards, reinventing 
the chain of thinking that led the writer to the position you are now analyz-
ing (see Figure 2.4).

The practice of uncovering assumptions will also help you to develop and 
revise your own work. When you work back to your own premises, you will 
often find what else you believe, at a more basic level, that you did not realize  
you believed.
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uncovering assumPtions: An Example Consider the claim, “Tax laws benefit 
the wealthy.”

We might paraphrase the claim as “The rules for paying income tax give 
rich people monetary advantages” or “The rules for paying income tax help 
the rich get richer.”

Now let’s look at the implicit ideas that the claim assumes to be true:

Tax laws don’t treat people equally. 
Tax laws may have unintended consequences.

If we assume that the speaker is worried about tax laws possibly benefit-
ting the wealthy, then a few more assumptions can be inferred:

Tax laws shouldn’t benefit anybody. 
Tax laws shouldn’t benefit those who are already advantaged.

This process of definition will help you see the key concepts upon which 
the claim depends. Regardless of the position you might adopt—attacking 
tax laws, defending them, showing how they actually benefit everyone, or 
whatever—you would risk arguing blindly if you failed to question what the 
purpose of tax law is in the first place.

The wording of this claim seems to conceal an egalitarian premise: the 
assumption that tax laws should not benefit anyone, or, at least, that they 
should benefit everyone equally. But what is the purpose of tax laws? Should 
they redress economic inequities? Should they spur the economy by reward-
ing those who generate capital? Our point here is that you would need to 
move your thesis back to this point and test the validity of the assumptions 
upon which it rests.

Try ThIs 2.6: uncover assumPtions Implied by a statement
In the reference application sent to professors at our college for students who 
are seeking to enter the student-teaching program, the professor is asked to 
rank the student from one to four (unacceptable to acceptable) on the following 
criterion: “The student uses his/her sense of humor appropriately.” Use the three-
step procedure for uncovering assumptions to explore what the authors of this 
criterion must also already believe—about education, about humor, and about 
anything else the evidence suggests—if they think this category of evaluation 
is important.

1 Determine the key terms in a statement and paraphrase them. 

2
Ask what assumptions the statement rests on, the implicit ideas underlying it that the writer 
seems to assume to be true. 

3
Consider how these underlying assumptions contribute to your understanding of the  
reading as a whole. 

FIGURE 2.4 
uncovering assumPtions
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Try ThIs 2.7: uncover assumPtions: Fieldwork
You can practice uncovering assumptions with all kinds of material—newspaper 
editorials, statements you see on billboards, ideas you are studying in your 
courses, jokes, and so forth. Try a little fieldwork: spend a week jotting down in 
your notebook interesting statements you overhear. Choose the best of these 
from the standpoint of the implied (but unstated) premises upon which each 
statement seems to rest. Then make a list of the uncovered assumptions.

reading Against the Grain Earlier in the chapter we counseled that you should 
start by reading with the grain. When you begin to uncover assumptions, however, 
you may discover interesting ways in which a reading seems to say things it 
may not have intended to communicate.

When we ask ourselves what a work (and, by implication, an author) might 
not be aware of communicating, we are doing what is called reading against the 
grain. When we ask ourselves what a work seems aware of, what its (and, by 
implication, its author’s) conscious intentions are, we are reading with the grain.

Writers can never be fully in control of what they communicate, 
that words always, inescapably, communicate more (and less) than we 
intend. Any of us who has had what we thought to be a perfectly clear and  
well-intentioned e-mail misinterpreted (or so we thought) by its recipient can 
understand this idea. When we look at the letter again we usually see what it 
said that we hadn’t realized (at least not consciously) we were saying.

Communication of all kinds takes place both directly and indirectly. 
Reading against the grain—looking for what a work is saying that it might 
not know it is saying, that it might not mean to say—requires us to notice 
and emphasize implicit patterns and make their significance explicit. So, for 
example, in the classic novel Jane Eyre, the narrator Jane repeatedly remarks 
on her own plain appearance, with the implication that physical beauty is 
transient and relatively insignificant. Reading against the grain, we’d see the 
novel’s very obsession with plainness as a symptom of how worried it is about 
the subject, how much it actually believes (but won’t admit) that looks matter. 

tracking Binaries in a Reading
Once you begin looking at chains of thought—uncovering assumptions—you will 
often discover that key binaries rise to the surface. We have encountered 
binaries before—pairs of words or details that are opposites (for example, open/
closed, ugly/beautiful, global/local). In Chapter 1, locating binaries was introduced 
as a key component of looking for pattern using the method.

The assumption that underlies binaries is that we understand that which 
is in terms of that which is not. In other words, fundamental contrasts and 
oppositions are sites of uncertainty, places where there is a struggle among 
various points of view.

Thus, the swiftest way to apprehend what’s at stake in a reading is to 
discern its organizing contrasts. To track the thinking in a piece is to track 
how it moves among its various binary formulations.
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Writers think through binaries, consciously or unconsciously reformu-
lating them, as we can see when we track the binaries through a reading. 
Notice how James Howard Kunstler develops his thinking in the following 
excerpt:

Civic life is what goes on in the public realm. Civic life refers to our relations with our 
fellow human beings—in short, our roles as citizens. Sometime in the past forty years 
we ceased to speak of ourselves as citizens and labeled ourselves consumers. That’s 
what we are today in the language of the evening news—consumers—in the language 
of the Sunday panel discussion shows—consumers—in the blizzard of statistics that 
blows out of the u.S. Department of Commerce every month. Consumers, unlike 
citizens, have no responsibilities, obligations, or duties to anything larger than their 
own needs and desires, certainly not to anything like the common good. How can this 
be construed as anything other than an infantile state of existence? In degrading the 
language of our public discussion this way—Labeling ourselves consumers—have 
we not degraded our sense of who we are? And is it any wonder that we cannot solve 
any of our social problems, which are problems of the public realm and the common 
good? [from James Howard Kunstler, Home From Nowhere: Remaking Our Everyday 
World for the Twenty-First Century, (Simon & Schuster, 1996)]

The implicit binary that organizes the thinking in this paragraph is public 
versus private. Here is a rough approximation of how this binary generates a 
range of opposing terms as the paragraph progresses:

Public Private

civic life

our relations with/ fellow humans labeled ourselves consumers

our roles as citizens panel discussion tv shows and govt statistics

responsibilities to others no responsibilities beyond own needs and desires

the common good

implicitly, adult infantile state of existence

the public realm implicitly, the private realm

Kunstler doesn’t just settle for a simple binary, he develops and expands 
and clarifies it by renaming it. In this way, the thinking grows and develops 
to arrive, at the end, in an explanation of why “we cannot solve any of our 
social problems.”

If you leap too quickly to a binary, however, one that is too general or 
inaccurate, you can get stuck in oversimplification, in rigidly dichotomized 
points of view. At that point, you are in the grasp of a reductive habit of mind 
called either/or thinking. The solution is to keep in mind that the binaries you 
discover in a reading are sites at which the piece is arguing with itself, figur-
ing out in some qualified way what ultimately it believes.
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reFormulating Binaries

We wish now to focus on a related use of binaries, one that takes place in higher 
order analysis. This move we call reformulating binaries.

Thinking is not simply linear and progressive, moving from point A to 
point B to point C like stops on a train. Careful thinkers are always retracing 
their steps, questioning their first—and second—impressions, assuming that 
they’ve missed something. All good thinking is recursive—that is, it repeatedly 
goes over the same ground, rethinking connections. And that’s why reformu-
lating binaries is an essential analytical move.

You know that a writer is reformulating binaries when a reading does one 
or more of the following:

 j Discovers that the binary has not been named adequately and that 
another formulation of the opposition would be more accurate.

 j Values both sides of the binary (rather than seeing the issue as all or 
nothing), but weights one side of the binary more heavily than the other.

 j Discovers that the two terms of the binary are not really so 
separate and opposed after all but are actually parts of one com-
plex phenomenon or issue. (This is a key analytical move known as 
“collapsing the binary.”)

When you formulate a binary opposition in your own analytical prose—
the place where something is at issue—your next step is to immediately begin 
to ask questions about and complicate the binary. To “complicate” a binary is 
to discover evidence that unsettles it and to formulate alternatively worded 
binaries that more accurately describe what is at issue in the evidence (see  
Figure 2.5).

1
Locate a range of opposing categories (binaries). Finding binaries will help you find the questions around 
which almost anything is organized. Use the method to help you uncover the binary oppositions in your subject 
matter that might function as organizing contrasts.

2
Define and analyze the key terms. By analyzing the terms of most binaries, you should come to question 
them and ultimately arrive at a more complex and qualified position. 

3
Question the accuracy of the binary and rephrase the terms. Think of the binary as a starting 
point—a kind of deliberate overgeneralization—that allows you to set up positions you can then test 
in order to refine. 

4

Substitute “to what extent?” for “either/or.” The best strategy in using binaries productively 
is usually to locate arguments on both sides of the either/or choice that the binary poses and then 
choose a position somewhere between the two extremes. Once you have arrived at what you consider 
the most accurate phrasing of the binary, you can rephrase the original either/or question in the more 
qualified terms that asking “To what extent?” allows. 

FIGURE 2.5 
reFormulating Binaries
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reFormulating Binaries: An Example Suppose you are analyzing the following 
topic in a management course: Would the model of management known as Total 
Quality Management (TQM) that is widely used in Japan function effectively in the 
American automotive industry?

step 1: There are a range of opposing categories suggested by the language 
of the topic, the most obvious being function versus not function. But 
there are also other binaries here: Japanese versus American, and TQM 
versus more traditional and more traditionally American models of man-
agement. These binaries imply further binaries. The question requires a 
writer to consider the accuracy and relative suitability of particular traits 
commonly ascribed to Japanese versus American workers, such as com-
munal and cooperative versus individualistic and competitive.

step 2: Questions of definition might concentrate on what it means to ask 
whether TQM functions effectively in the American automotive industry? 
Does that mean “make a substantial profit”? “Produce more cars more 
quickly”? “Improve employee morale”? You would drown in vagueness 
unless you carefully argued for the appropriateness of your definition of 
this key term.

step 3: How accurate is the binary? To what extent do American and 
Japanese management styles actually differ? Can you locate significant 
differences between these management styles that correspond to sup-
posed differences between Japanese and American culture that might 
help you formulate your binary more precisely?

step 4: To complicate the either/or formulation, you might suggest the dan-
ger of assuming that all American workers are rugged individualists and 
all Japanese workers are communal bees. Insofar as you are going to 
arrive at a qualified claim, it would be best stated in terms of the extent 
to which TQM might be adaptable to the auto industry.

collaPsing the Binary: A Brief Example In an essay called “In Defense of 
Distraction” writer Sam Anderson argues that contemporary American culture 
is suffering from what he terms “a crisis of attention.” He initially proposes a 
binary between attention (focus) and distraction. But as the essay progresses, 
he comes to argue that the two are not so opposed but in fact comprise one 
complex phenomenon: focused distraction. He finds value in both, he finds 
limitation in both, and he discovers that they rely on each other.

Tracking the Thinking Through Complication and Qualification: An 
Example In the following excerpt from “On Political Labels,” political scien-
tist Christopher Borick complicates the definition of liberalism by tracking 
it historically. Look in the first paragraph for the historical roots of liberal-
ism as favoring public control over government actions. Then in the second 
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paragraph see how this emphasis moves almost to its opposite—the belief 
that “government intervention in society is necessary.” You’ll learn a lot from 
the excerpt by seeing how it pivots around more than one sense of the word 
“freedom.”

Let’s look at liberalism for a start. The term liberal can be traced at least back to 
17th-Century england, where it evolved from debates dealing with the voting 
franchise among english citizens. Proponents of including greater numbers of 
englishmen in elections came to be known as liberals, thanks in part to the writings of 
John Locke, whose ideas about the social contract helped to build the philosophical 
underpinnings of this political ideology. Over time, liberalism has maintained its focus 
on public control over government actions, but there have been splits that have led 
to its current manifestation. In the 18th and 19th Centuries, liberalism began to stress 
the importance of individual freedom and broader rights of the citizenry in terms of 
limits on government. In essence, this type of liberalism focused on “negative rights” 
or the restrictions on what government could do to its citizens. The first Amendment 
of the Constitution includes numerous examples of negative rights. The granting of 
the right to freedom of speech or the press is achieved through the prohibition of 
government from creating laws that abridge such freedoms. Thus negating an action 
of government creates rights for the people.

In the 20th Century, however, liberalism became synonymous with the view that 
government had to be much more active in helping citizens get to the point where they 
would be able to truly live a free life. In this expanding view of liberalism, government 
intervention in society is necessary to create a more level playing field on which 
individuals can then use their freedom to achieve desired goals. Such beliefs have 
been at the roots of government expansion into social welfare policies such as public 
housing, food stamps, and affirmative action, and have formed the core of government 
agendas such as franklin Roosevelt’s new Deal and Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society.

As this piece progresses, you can expect that it will either resolve the signifi-
cant gap between the two historical definitions of liberalism or that it will in 
various ways show us how the gap has continued to produce tensions or 
misunderstandings.

In the case of most academic writing, it is usually a mistake to assume 
that the piece is making a single argument. A smarter assumption is that 
the piece is interested in exploring an issue or a problem from multiple points 
of view.

Try ThIs 2.8: reFormulating Binaries: Fieldwork
Locate some organizing contrasts in anything—something you are studying, 
something you’ve just written, something you saw on television last night, 
something on the front page of the newspaper, something going on at your 
campus or workplace, and so forth. Consider, for example, the binaries sug-
gested by current trends in contemporary music or by the representation of 
women in birthday cards. Having selected the binaries you want to work with, 
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pick one and transform the either/or thinking into more qualified thinking 
using the “to-what-extent” formula (step 4).

Try ThIs 2.9: Practice tracking reFormulated Binaries in a reading

In the following paragraph, writer Jonathan Franzen explores a problem by 
locating, defining, analyzing, and reformulating binaries. Track the thinking in the 
Franzen paragraph. How does it engage readers’ expectations? What happens 
to the binary public versus private?

Walking up Third Avenue on a Saturday night, I feel bereft. All around me, attractive 
young people are hunched over their StarTacs and nokias with preoccupied 
expressions, as if probing a sore tooth, or adjusting a hearing aid, or squeezing a pulled 
muscle; personal technology has begun to look like a personal handicap. All I really 
want from a sidewalk is that people see me and let themselves be seen, but even this 
modest ideal is thwarted by cell-phone users and their unwelcome privacy. They say 
things like “Should we have couscous with that?” and “I’m on my way to Blockbuster.” 
They aren’t breaking any laws by broadcasting these breakfast-nook conversations. 
There’s no PublicityGuard that I can buy, no expensive preserve of public life to which 
I can flee. Seclusion, whether in a suite at the Plaza or in a cabin in the Catskills, is 
comparatively effortless to achieve. Privacy is protected as both commodity and 
right; public forums are protected as neither. Like old-growth forests, they’re few and 
irreplaceable and should be held in trust by everyone. The work of maintaining them 
gets only harder as the private sector grows ever more demanding, distracting, and 
disheartening. Who has the time and energy to stand up for the public sphere?  
What rhetoric can possibly compete with the American love of “privacy”? [from 
Jonathan franzen, “Imperial Bedroom” in How to Be Alone (farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 
2003)]

aPPly a reading as a lens

This final section of the chapter discusses how to apply a reading to other 
material you are studying. Using a reading as a lens means literally looking at 
things as the reading does, trying to think in its terms.

In college, students are expected to be able to take readings, often com-
plex theoretical readings, and use them in order to understand other material. 
This is one of the biggest differences between writing about reading in high 
school versus college. As lens, the reading shapes how we come to under-
stand whatever it is being applied to.

Your first goal when working with a reading as a lens is to explore its use-
fulness for explaining features of your subject. Because the match between 
lens and new material will never be perfect, you need to remember that 
whenever you apply the lens A to a new subject B, you are taking lens A from 
its original context and using its ideas in somewhat different circumstances 
for at least somewhat different purposes. Using the lens in a different con-
text upon a different kind of information will often require you to adjust the 
lens—to refocus it a bit to bring this new content into clear focus.
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Let’s say, for example, that you have read a smart review essay on the 
representation of black/white race relations in contemporary films in the 
1970s, and you decide to use the review as a lens for exploring the spate of 
black/white buddy films that emerged in the 1990s.

“Yes, but. . . ,” you find yourself responding: there are places where the 
1990s films appear to fit within the pattern that the article claims, but there 
are also exceptions to the pattern. What do you do? What not to do is either 
choose different films that “fit better” or decide that the article is wrong-
headed. Instead, start with the “yes”: talk about how the film accords with the 
general pattern. Then focus on the “but,” the claims in the reading (the lens) 
that seem not to fit, or material in your subject not adequately accounted for 
by the lens.

Because cultural climates and trends are constantly shifting and recon-
figuring themselves, particularly in popular culture, you will learn from 
examining the films how the original review might be usefully extended to 
account for phenomena that were not present when it was originally written. 

Using a reading as a Lens: An Extended Example In the following example 
of applying a reading as a lens, one of our students, Anna Whiston, applies 
her lens (the theories of linguist Deborah Tannen on gender and conversa-
tion styles) to her subject: the conversational tactics of male celebrities on 
late night talk shows. The assignment was to use concepts from two books 
by socio-linguist Deborah Tannen—You Just Don’t Understand: Women and Men 
in Conversation and That’s Not What I Meant: How Conversational Style Makes or 
Breaks Relationships— to explore a conversational topic of the student’s choice. 

In her essay, excerpted here from a longer draft, Whiston shows how to 
do more with a theoretical reading than use it in a matching exercise. More 
than simply demonstrating the match between her evidence and Tannen’s 
theories, she extends their range. She also shows how seemingly contradic-
tory evidence actually can be seen to support Tannen’s primary claims.

“I think my cooking, uh, sucks:” Self-Deprecation on Late Night Television  

by Anna Whiston

In You Just Don’t Understand, linguist Deborah Tannen explores conversation as a 
process affected largely by the gender of the speaker. for men, according to 
Tannen, “…life is a contest in which they are constantly tested and must perform, in 
order to avoid the risk of failure” (178). This sense of competition often manifests itself 
in “one-upsmanship,” a strategy in which men attempt to outdo each other in order 
to achieve a superior position within a conversation (Tannen 26). There are, however, 
certain situations in which being on top of the hierarchy is not necessarily desirable. The 
interactions between men on late night talk shows provide examples of such situations.

Low confidence is not exactly typical in Hollywood. Celebrities are known just as much 
for their egos as they are for the movies that they headline and the scandals that they 
induce. And yet, late night talk shows, such as The Tonight Show with Jay Leno, Late 
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Night with Conan O’Brien, The Late Show with David Letterman, and Jimmy Kimmel Live, 
include endless examples of self-deprecation on the parts of both the male hosts and 
the male celebrity guests.

Self-deprecation is, on the surface, a way of belittling oneself. However, examination 
of the conversations that take place on these television programs helps show that 
this strand of apparent humility is actually a much more nuanced conversational 
technique. Conversations on late night talk shows reveal that self-deprecation 
does not necessarily pit one man as inferior to another. Instead, it actually serves to 
maintain rather than diminish a speaker’s higher status in the conversation.

In another one of her works on conversation, That’s Not What I Meant, Tannen discusses 
framing, the idea that “everything about the way we say something contributes to 
establishing the footing that frames our relationships to each other “(75). The guests 
on talk shows are entering a frame, or conversational alignment, that is inherently 
asymmetrical. Though both guest and host are technically celebrities, the guest is 
presented as the centerpiece of the program, the one who answers the questions, 
while the host is simply the asker.

This frame is not always one that is appealing for the guest, who may want to 
create a persona that is not that of an elite star, but of a likable and approachable 
everyman. In order to cultivate this persona, the guest can use conversation to 
downplay his star status and success in order to establish a more symmetrical 
alignment to the host, thereby changing the frame of the conversation. As we will 
see, however, this reframing is complicated, since it essentially shifts the asymmetry 
to a different ground. An example of this technique can be found in actor Paul 
Rudd’s interview with former nBC late night talk show host Conan O’Brien:

Rudd: I’m great, how are you?

O’Brien: I’m very good. You know things are going very well for you. You’ve 

been in so many successful movies. You have this new film Role Models. People 

love this movie, very funny, big hit for you, you’ve gotta be excited. I mean you 

you’re a big, big star.

Rudd: It…I don’t know about that, but it’s very exciting. Oh God, I’m still out of 

breath! I swear to God.

By negating O’Brien’s compliment, Rudd downplays his fame and thus reframes the 
conversation. By saying, “Oh God, I’m still out of breath,” Rudd draws attention away 
from his stardom to some goofy dancing that O’Brien and Rudd did at the beginning 
of the interview. When O’Brien again tries to draw attention to Rudd’s star power, Rudd 
again dodges the compliment.

O’Brien: But I would have to think by now that it’s reaching critical mass, so 

many successful movies you must be getting the star treatment now. I bet 

you’re treated like— 

Rudd: I met Bruce Springsteen. I met him but it wasn’t a…I snuck backstage at 

a Police concert and he was there.
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Rudd’s move, which allows him to segue into a self-deprecating anecdote about 
his encounter with Bruce Springsteen, represents an effort to resist the frame that 
O’Brien attempts to establish. Instead of accepting the frame that situates Rudd as 
a star and O’Brien as an average fan, Rudd strategically reframes the conversation 
by invoking a third party, a star whom both O’Brien and Rudd admire. now, the 
conversation is not taking place between a “big star” and his fan, but rather between 
two fans.

To help understand Rudd’s move, we can use Tannen’s conversational categories of 
“report-talk” and “rapport-talk,” the former being a way of “exhibiting knowledge 
and skill” and the latter being a way of “establishing connections” by “displaying 
similarities and matching experiences” (Understand 77). While men are generally 
associated with report talk rather than rapport talk, the two categories are 
not necessarily gender exclusive. Humility, which often takes the form of self-
deprecation, can help to remove asymmetry from a conversation. Such a move allows 
the men to capitalize on their similarities rather than emphasize their differences. We 
see Rudd do just that by transforming his conversational role from that of the star to 
that of the fan, a fan that must sneak backstage to meet his musical idols, just like the 
proverbial rest of us. 

[ . . .]

One possible explanation for the desire to dismiss and minimize praise is that 
compliment-giving is not the selfless act it may appear to be, but is, in fact, pure 
one-upmanship. According to Tannen, “Giving praise, like giving information, is also 
inherently asymmetrical. It too frames the speaker as one-up, in a position to judge 
someone else’s performance” (Understand 69). Thus, accepting praise may force the 
man on the receiving end of the praise to surrender supremacy to the praise-giver. By 
negating or avoiding praise, hierarchy can be reserved.

 [ . . .]

If this is so, then perhaps self-deprecating humor functions as a sort of preemptive 
move in which one man points out his own flaws before the other man has the chance 
to do so. If a man makes fun of himself, he still has control. He refuses to surrender this 
power to another man and thus surrender a hierarchical position in the conversation. 
Take, for example, this excerpt from Senator John McCain’s conversation with nBC host 
Jay Leno:

Leno: And you went up to the mountains too? 

McCain: We went up to our place near Sedona and had a very nice time and— 

Leno: Now which house is that, number twel— 

McCain: You know that’s uh let’s see it’s a very…let’s see…twenty-seven.
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Leno was on the verge of making a dig about the senator’s many homes, but McCain, 
seeing this coming, beat Leno to the punch, cutting him off before he even finished 
the word “twelve.” McCain then goes on to exaggerate the number of homes that he 
owns. This shows that McCain not only understands the public’s perception of him, 
he also is aware that his surplus of homes is a funny, and perhaps even embarrassing, 
subject. Thus, McCain uses self-deprecation to control the conversation, taking away 
Leno’s opportunity to laugh at him before he laughs at himself.

Perhaps the most frequent and telling place in which self-deprecation pops up 
is in stories. Late night television is an excellent medium through which to study 
storytelling; in addition to the release dates of the projects they are promoting, 
celebrities always come equipped with an anecdote or two. Tannen includes a study of 
the differences found in stories told by men from those told by women. Her findings 
indicated that “the stories the men told made them look good” while the women were 
more likely to tell stories “in which they [women] violate social norms and are scared or 
embarrassed as a result” (Understand 177).

The behavior of men on late night talk shows would seem to contradict these 
findings: the men’s stories usually involve them telling of an incident in which, they 
were, indeed, “embarrassed as a result.” When we look at the content of these stories, 
however, it becomes apparent that these stories function on a more sophisticated level 
than simple self-effacement.

Whether it is Paul Rudd’s story about showing an embarrassing movie at a friend’s 
wedding or Steve Carrell’s anecdote about his parents flying on a plane with a 
Thanksgiving turkey because his cooking “sucks,” the men doing the self-deprecating do 
not ultimately portray themselves in an embarrassing or pathetic light. The stories that 
they tell at their own expense draw laughs—and the storyteller is laughing with them.

In this regard, the stories told are actually more flattering than they are embarrassing. 
The stories send the message, or metamessage, that the storyteller is able not only 
to laugh at himself, but also to draw laughs from his audience, all the while coming 
across as likable and humble. What appears to be humility or lack of self-confidence 
actually serves a purpose more akin to a joke. And when a joke is told, conversational 
asymmetry is unavoidable as one man is doing the joke telling while the other 
functions as the audience (Understand 90). Thus, what seems like a way to put one’s 
self down is, in fact, one-upmanship.

Self-deprecation is a complex conversational tool. On the surface, it seems to be simply 
a way for the speaker to disparage himself. It also, however, can function as a tool for 
humility and compromise, a way to create conversational symmetry from a situation of 
asymmetry. The most subtle and fascinating way in which self-deprecation functions, 
however, is a bit of a paradox: by putting himself down, a man can actually build 
himself up. Conversation is not merely a straightforward exchange of words; it is a 
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skill, that when used strategically and with great awareness, can help a speaker to get 
ahead—often without anyone else realizing that he is doing it.

Assignments: Reading Analytically 
1. Analyze a Piece of Writing Using One or More of the Chapter’s Methods:

a. paraphrase 3 3 

b.  Finding the underlying structure by uncovering assumptions and  
tracking binaries 

c. Attending to the pitch, the complaint, and the moment 

d. passage-based focused freewriting 

2.  Paraphrase a Complicated Passage. Paraphrasing can help you to under-
stand sophisticated material by uncovering the implications of the 
language. As a case in point, consider this passage from an article about 
Life magazine by Wendy Kozol entitled “The Kind of People Who Make 
Good Americans: Nationalism and Life’s Family Ideal.” Try paraphrase 3 3 
with this passage. Paraphrase each sentence at least twice. Then rewrite 
the paragraph based on the understanding you have arrived at through 
paraphrasing.

 Traditional depictions of the family present it as a voluntary site of intimacy and 
warmth, but it also functions as a site of consumption. At the same time capitalism 
lauds the work ethic and the family as spheres of morality safe from the materialism 
of the outside world. These contradictions produce a ”legitimation crisis” by which 
capitalist societies become ever more dependent for legitimacy on the very 
sociocultural motivations that capitalism undermines. (186; rpt in Rhetorical Visions by 
Wendy Hesford, pp 177–200).

3.  uncover assumPtions and read Against the Grain. Take a paragraph from an 
analytical essay you are reading in one of your courses or from a feature 
article from a newspaper or website such as Slate or aldaily.com—and do 
the following:

 j First, uncover assumptions by reasoning back to premises. Ask yourself, 
if the piece believes this, what must it also already believe? Answer 
that question and be sure to share your reasoning (why you think 
so).

 j Try reading against the grain. What if anything is the piece saying 
that it might not know it is saying? 

Or you could also uncover the assumptions of a policy decision at your 
school or place of work. This will work best if you have not just the policy 
but some kind of written manifesto on it.
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4.  Use a reading as a Lens for Examining a subject. For example, look at a 
piece of music or a film through the lens of a review that does not discuss 
the particular piece or film you are writing about. Or you might read about 
a particular theory of humor and use that as a lens for examining a comic 
play, film, story, television show, or stand-up routine.

5.  Put the Tools to work: Compose an Analytical Portfolio. Select a subject—
which could be a film, an advertising campaign, a political campaign, a 
television series, something that you are currently reading for a course or 
on your own, etc.—and do a series of passage-based focused freewritings as a 
way of generating ideas.

Copyright 2015 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).

Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



Copyright 2015 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).

Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



CHAPTER 3
Responding to Traditional Writing 
Assignments More Analytically

Overview This brief chapter is a companion to the two previous chapters, 
applying strategies from them in the service of making your response to tradi-
tional kinds of writing assignments more analytical. These frequently assigned 
types of writing include:

 j Summary

 j Personal Response (reaction paper)

 j Agree/disagree

 j Comparison/contrast (difference within similarity, similarity despite 
difference)

 j Definition

The chapter argues that as a general rule, you should seek out live questions over 
inert answers. Rather than leading you to a single or obvious answer, an analyti-
cal topic aims to define a space in which you can have ideas about (explore the 
questions in) what you’ve been learning.

Interpreting Writing Assignments
One fact of college writing is that someone is usually telling you not only what 
to write about, but also what form to write it in. This situation is not, however, 
as straightforward as it sounds. Consider, for example, an assignment to “dis-
cuss how a supply-side economist might respond to the idea of eliminating 
most tariffs on imported goods.” How do you interpret the word discuss? Should 
you confine your response to summarizing (restating) the reading you’ve done 
on the subject? Should you analyze the reading, by, for example, drawing out 
its unstated assumptions or pointing to inconsistencies in its position? Should 
you write an argument about the reading, revealing the extent to which you 
agree or disagree with the supply-side view? And what do you do about the 
other most common writing situation, the open topic, wherein the assignment 
is essentially to go write your own assignment?

 Interpreting Writing Assignments 71
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72 Chapter 3 Responding to Traditional Writing Assignments More Analytically

By the time you reach college, you will have learned to recognize certain 
kinds of instructions that writing assignments characteristically contain: 
compare and contrast, define, agree or disagree. The key words of a topic 
trigger different kinds of writing. Some topics call for argument—for taking a 
firm stand on one side of an issue and making a case for that stand. Some call 
for summary—for restating ideas and information in a focused and concise 
way. Some call for personal response—for testing an idea or attitude or question 
against your own life experience.

All of these kinds of writing assignments have a significant analytical 
component, though this fact is often overlooked. This chapter will show you 
how to make your responses to common kinds of topics more analytical.

Find the Analytical Potential: Locate  
an Area of Uncertainty
The best way to become more analytical in your response to topics is to actively 
search out an area of your subject where there are no clear and obvious 
answers—to look for something that needs explaining, rather than reiterating 
the obvious. The analytical component in a topic is often not apparent. You 
have to actively look for it.

Although disciplines vary in the kinds of questions they characteristically 
ask, every discipline is concerned with asking questions, exploring areas 
of uncertainty, and attempting to solve—or at least clarify—problems. An 
analytical response to a topic calls on you, in other words, to deliberately situ-
ate yourself among sites of potential ambiguity or conflict, so that your writing can 
explore the complexity of your subject. In order to learn how to enter this 
uncertain space, you will first have to get over the fear that you are doing 
something wrong if you cannot arrive quickly at a clear and obvious answer. 

We now turn to six rules of thumb that can help you to discover and respond 
to the complexities that are there but not always immediately apparent in your 
subject matter nor explicitly asked for in the writing assignments you encoun-
ter. What all of our suggestions have in common is the single requirement 
that you train yourself to look for questions rather than leaping too quickly to 
answers. It is this orientation toward topics that will move you beyond merely 
reporting information and will lead you to think with and about it.

Six Rules of Thumb for Responding to Assignments 
More Analytically
The following rules of thumb can help you to discover and respond to the complex-
ities of the topics that you encounter, rather than oversimplifying  or evading them.

Rule 1: Reduce Scope
Whenever possible, reduce drastically the scope of your inquiry. Resist the 
temptation to include too much information. Even when an assignment calls for 
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broad coverage of a subject, an effective and usually acceptable strategy is for you 
to begin with an overview and then analyze one or two key points in greater depth.

For example, if you were asked to write on President Franklin Roosevelt’s 
New Deal, you would obviously have to open with some general observa-
tions, such as what it was and why it arose. But if you tried to stay on this 
general level throughout, your paper would have little direction or focus. You 
could achieve a focus, though, by moving quickly from the general to some 
much smaller and more specific part of the subject, such as attacks on the 
New Deal. You would then be able to limit the enormous range of possible 
evidence to a few representative figures, such as Huey Long, Father Coughlin, 
and Alf Landon. Once you began to compare the terms and legitimacy of 
their opposition to the New Deal, you would be much more likely to manage 
a complex analysis of the subject than if you had remained at the level of 
broad generalization. Typically you will find that some mixture of wide-angle 
coverage with more narrowly focused discussion is the best way to cover the 
ground without sacrificing depth.

Rule 2: Study the Wording of Topics for Unstated Questions
Nearly all formulations of an assigned topic contain one or more overt ques-
tions, and also other questions that are implied by the topic’s wording. Taking 
the time to ponder the wording and to articulate the questions that wording 
implies is often the first step to having an idea—to finding an angle of approach. 

Consider, for instance, a topic question such as “Is feminism good for 
Judaism?” The question, itself, seems to invite you simply to argue yes or 
no, but the wording implies preliminary questions that you would need to 
articulate and answer before you could address the larger issue. What, for 
example, does “good for Judaism” mean? That which allows the religion to 
evolve? That which conserves its tradition? The same kinds of questions, 
defining and contextualizing and laying out implications, might be asked 
of the term “feminism.” And what of the possibility that feminism has no 
significant affect whatsoever?

As this example illustrates, even an apparently limited and straightfor-
ward question presses writers to make choices about how to engage it. So 
don’t leap from the topic question to your plan of attack too quickly. One of 
the best strategies lies in smoking out and addressing the unstated assump-
tions implied by the wording of the topic.

Rule 3: Suspect Your First Responses
If you settle for your first response, the result is likely to be superficial, obvious, 
and overly general. A better strategy is to examine your first responses for ways 
in which they are inaccurate and then to develop the implications of these 
overstatements (or errors) into a new formulation. In many cases, writers go 
through this process of proposing and rejecting ideas ten times or more before 
they arrive at an angle or approach that will sustain an essay.
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A first response is okay for a start, as long as you don’t stop there. For 
example, many people might agree, at first glance, that no one should be 
denied health care, or that a given film or novel that concludes with a mar-
riage is a happy ending, or that the American government should not pass 
trade laws that might cause Americans to lose their jobs. On closer inspection, 
however, each of these responses begins to reveal its limitations. Given that 
there is a limited amount of money available, should everyone, regardless of 
age or physical condition, be accorded every medical treatment that might 
prolong life? And might not a novel or film that concludes in marriage signal 
that the society offers too few options, or more cynically, that the author is 
feeding the audience an implausible fantasy to blanket over problems raised 
earlier in the work? And couldn’t trade laws resulting in short-term loss of 
jobs ultimately produce more jobs and a healthier economy?

As these examples suggest, first responses—usually pieces of conven-
tional wisdom—can blind you to rival explanations. Try not to decide on an 
answer to questions too quickly.

Rule 4: Begin with Questions, Not Answers
Whether you are focusing an assigned topic or devising one of your own, you 
are usually better off to begin with something that you don’t understand very 
well and want to understand better. Begin by asking what kinds of questions 
the material poses. So, for example, if you are already convinced that Robinson 
Crusoe changes throughout Defoe’s novel and you write a paper cataloguing 
those changes, you will essentially be composing a selective plot summary. 
If, by contrast, you wonder why Crusoe walls himself within a fortress after 
he discovers a footprint in the sand, you will be more likely to interpret the 
significance of events rather than just to report them.

Rule 5: Expect to Become Interested
Writing gives you the opportunity to cultivate your curiosity by thinking explor-
atively. Rather than approaching topics in a mechanical way or putting them 
off to the last possible moment and doing the assignment grudgingly, try giving 
yourself and the topic the benefit of the doubt. If you can suspend judgment 
and start writing, you will often find yourself uncovering interests where you 
had not seen them before. In other words, accept the idea that interest is a 
product of writing—not a prerequisite.

Rule 6: Write All of the Time about What You Are Studying
Because interest is so often a product and not a prerequisite of writing, it follows 
that writing informally about what you are studying while you are studying it is 
probably the single best preparation for developing interesting topics. By writ-
ing spontaneously about what you read, you will accustom yourself to being a 
less passive consumer of ideas and information, and you will have more ideas 
and information available to think actively with and about. In effect, you will 
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be formulating possible topics long before an actual topic is assigned. In any 
case, you should not wait to start writing until you think you have an idea you 
can organize a paper around. Instead, use writing to get you to the idea.

Using Freewriting to Find and Interpret Topics As we have argued in both 
of the previous chapters, freewriting offers one of the best antidotes to both 
superficial writing and writer’s block. It also enables you to develop and orga-
nize your ideas when you begin drafting more formally because you already 
will have explored some of the possible paths you might travel and will have 
rejected others as dead ends.

passage-based focused freewrites (see Chapter 2) are an especially useful way 
to move from a broad topic to one that is more carefully directed and nar-
rowed. Start by choosing passages in response to the question, “What in the 
reading needs to be discussed; poses a question or a problem; or seems in 
some way difficult to pin down, anomalous, or even just unclear?” You can 
vary this question infinitely, selecting the passage that you find most puz-
zling or most important or most dissonant or most whatever. Then write 
without stopping for fifteen minutes or so.

One advantage of passage-based focused freewriting is that it forces you 
to articulate what you notice as you notice it, not delaying—or, as is more 
common, simply avoiding—thinking in a persistent and relatively disciplined 
way about what you are reading. There is no set procedure for such writing, 
but it usually involves the following:

 j It selects key phrases or terms in the passage and paraphrases them, 
trying to tease out the possible meanings of these words.

 j It addresses how the passage is representative of broader issues in the 
reading; perhaps it will refer to another, similar passage. 

 j It attends, at least briefly, to the context surrounding the passage, 
identifying the larger section of which the passage is a part.

If you assign yourself several passage-based focused freewrites on a given topic, 
you can build up, through a process of accretion, the thinking for an entire paper.

The remainder of the chapter offers strategies for upping the analytical 
quotient in your response to traditional writing assignments.

Summary
All analytical topics require a blend of two components: a thinking compo-
nent and an information component. Summary provides the information 
component. Summarizing is basically a translation process, and as such, it is 
an essential part of learning. It is the way that not just facts and figures but also 
other people’s theories and observations enter your writing.

Summary performs the essential function of contextualizing a sub-
ject accurately. It creates a fair picture of what’s there. Summarizing 
isn’t simply the unanalytical reporting of information; it’s more than just 
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condensing someone else’s words. To write an accurate summary, you have 
to ask analytical questions, such as the following:

 j Which of the ideas in the reading are most significant? Why?

 j How do these ideas fit together?

 j What do the key passages in the reading mean?

Summarizing is, then, like paraphrasing, a tool of understanding and not just 
a mechanical task.

When summaries go wrong, they are just lists, a simple “this and then 
this” sequence. Often lists are random, as in a shopping list compiled from 
the first thing you thought of to the last. Sometimes they are organized in 
broad categories: fruit and vegetables here, canned goods there. Lists do very 
little logical connecting among the parts beyond “next.” Summaries that are 
just lists tend to dollop out the information monotonously. They omit the 
thinking that the piece is doing—the ways it is connecting the information, 
the contexts it establishes, and the implicit slant or point of view. 

Writing analytical summaries can teach you how to read for the connec-
tions, the lines that connect the dots. And when you’re operating at that level, 
you are much more likely to have ideas about what you are summarizing.

Strategies for Making Summaries More Analytical

Strategy 1: Look for the underlying structure. Use the method to find pat-
terns of repetition and contrast (see Chapter 1). If you apply it to a few key 
paragraphs, you will find the terms that get repeated, and these will suggest 
strands, which in turn make up organizing contrasts. This process works to 
categorize and then further organize information and, in so doing, to bring 
out its underlying structure. See also uncovering assumptions and tracking binaries 
in Chapter 2.

Strategy 2: Select the information that you wish to discuss on some principle 
other than general coverage. Use notice & focus to rank items of information 
in some order of importance (see Chapter 1). Let’s say that you are writing 
a paper on major changes in the tax law or on recent developments in U.S. 
policy toward the Middle East. Rather than simply collecting the informa-
tion, try to arrange it into hierarchies. What are the least or most significant 
changes or developments, and why? Which changes or developments are 
most overlooked or most overrated or most controversial or most practical, 
and why? All of these terms—significant, overlooked, and so forth—have the 
effect of focusing the summary, guiding your decisions about what to include 
and exclude.

Strategy 3: Reduce scope to say more about less. Reducing scope is an espe-
cially efficient and productive strategy when you are trying to understand 
a reading you find difficult or perplexing. It will move you beyond passive  
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summarizing and toward having ideas about the reading. You can still begin 
with a brief survey of major points to provide context before narrowing the focus.

If, for example, you are reading Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales and start 
cataloguing what makes it funny, you are likely to end up with unanalyzed 
plot summary—a list that arranges its elements in no particular order. But 
narrowing the question to “How does Chaucer’s use of religious commentary 
contribute to the humor of ‘The Wife of Bath’s Tale’?” reduces the scope to 
a single tale and the humor to a single aspect of humor. Describe those as 
accurately as you can, and you will begin to notice things.

Strategy 4: Get some detachment: shift your focus from what? to how?  
and why? Most readers tend to get too single-minded about absorbing the 
information. That is, they attend only to the what: what the reading is saying 
or is about. They take it all in passively. But you can deliberately shift your 
focus to how it says what it says and why.

If, for example, you were asked to discuss the major discoveries that 
Darwin made on The Beagle, you could avoid simply listing his conclusions by 
redirecting your attention to how he proceeded. You could choose to focus, 
for example, on Darwin’s use of the scientific method, examining how he 
built and, in some cases, discarded hypotheses. Or you might select several 
passages that illustrate how Darwin proceeded from evidence to conclusion 
and then rank them in order of importance to the overall theory. Notice that 
in shifting the emphasis to Darwin’s thinking—the how and why—you would 
not be excluding the what (the information component) from your discussion. 

One way to focus on the how and the why—whether it be a sign on a 
subway or the language of a presidential speech—is to situate the reading rhe-
torically. Like analysis in general, rhetorical analysis asks what things mean, 
why they are as they are, and how they do what they do. But rhetorical analy-
sis asks these questions with one primary question always foregrounded: how 
does the thing achieve its effects on an audience? Rhetorical analysis asks not 
just “What do I think?”, but “What am I being invited to think (and feel) and by 
what means?” See Noticing and Rhetorical Analysis in Chapter 1 and Situate 
the Reading Rhetorically: the pitch, the complaint, and the moment in Chapter 2.

Personal Response: The Reaction Paper
How do you know when you are being asked for a personal response? And what 
does it mean to respond personally? When asked for your reactions to a partic-
ular subject, or for what you think is most important or interesting or revealing 
in it, you are being asked to select your own starting point for discussion, for 
the initial impressions that you will later analyze more systematically. You will 
often discover in such reactions the germ of an idea about the subject. 

The biggest advantage of personal response topics is that they give you 
the freedom to explore where and how to engage your subject. Such topics 
often bring to the surface your emotional or intuitive response, allowing you 
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to experiment with placing the subject in various contexts. You might, for 
example, offer your personal response to an article on the abuses of hazing 
in fraternity and sorority life in the context of your own experience. Or you 
might think about it in connection to some idea about in-groups and out-
groups that you read about in a sociology course, or as it relates to what you 
read about cultural rituals in an anthropology course.

Another advantage of personal response questions is that they often allow 
you to get some distance from your first impressions, which can be deceiving. 
If, as you reexamine your first reactions, you look for ways they might not be 
accurate, you will often find places where you now disagree with yourself, in 
effect, stimulating you to think in new ways about the subject. In such cases, 
the first reaction has helped to clear the way to a second, and better, response.

Personal response becomes a problem, however, when it distracts you 
from analyzing the subject. In most cases, you will be misinterpreting the 
intent of a personal response topic if you view it as an invitation either to:

1. Assert your personal opinions unreflectively or

2. Substitute narratives of your own experience for careful consideration 
of the subject.

In a sense, all analysis involves your opinions, insofar as you are 
choosing what particular evidence and arguments to focus upon. But, at least 
in an academic setting, an opinion is more than simply an expression of 
your beliefs—it’s a conclusion that you earn the rights to through a careful 
examination of evidence.

When you are invited to respond personally, you are being asked for more 
than your endorsement or critique of the subject. If you find yourself construct-
ing a virtual list—“I agree with this point”, or “I disagree with that point”—you 
are probably doing little more than matching your opinions with the points of 
view encountered in a reading. At the very least, you should look for places in 
the reaction paper where you find yourself disagreeing with yourself.

Strategies for Making Personal Responses More Analytical

Strategy 1: Trace your responses back to their causes. As the preceding dis-
cussion of problems with personal response topics suggests, you need to bring 
your reactions back to the subject so you can identify and analyze exactly what in 
the reading has produced your reaction, how, and why. If you find an aspect of 
your subject irritating or interesting, disappointing or funny, you will be able 
to use—rather than simply indulge—such responses if you then examine a 
particular piece of evidence that has provoked them.

Tracing your impressions back to their causes is the key to making per-
sonal response analytical—because you focus on the details that gave you 
the response rather than on the response alone. In the planning stage, you 
may find it useful to brainstorm some of your reactions/responses—the 
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things you might say about the material if asked to talk about it with a sym-
pathetic friend. You would then take this brainstorm and use it to choose 
the key sentences, passages, etc. in the reading that you want to focus on 
in your analysis.

Let’s say that you are responding to an article on ways of increasing the 
numbers of registered voters in urban precincts. You find the article irritating; 
your personal experience working with political campaigns has taught you 
that getting out the vote is not as easy as this writer makes it seem. From 
that starting point, you might analyze one (to you) overly enthusiastic 
passage, concentrating on how the writer has not only overestimated what 
campaign workers can actually do, but also condescends to those who don’t 
register—assuming, perhaps, that they are ignorant, rather than indifferent or 
disillusioned. Tracing your response back to its cause may help to defuse your 
emotional response and open the door to further investigation of the other 
writer’s rationale. You might, for example, discover that the writer has in 
mind a much more long-term effect or that urban models differ significantly 
from the suburban ones of your experience.

Strategy 2: Assume that you may have missed the point. It’s difficult to see 
the logic of someone else’s position if you are too preoccupied with your own. 
Similarly, it is difficult to see the logic, or illogic, of your own position if you 
already assume it to be true.

Although an evaluative response (approve/disapprove) can sometimes 
spur analysis, it can also lead you to prejudge the case. If, however, you 
habitually question the validity of your own point of view, you will sometimes 
recognize the possibility of an alternative point of view, as was the case in the 
voter registration example (see Figure 3.1). Assuming that you have missed 
the point is a good strategy in all kinds of analytical writing. It causes you to 
notice details of your subject that you might not otherwise have registered.

Strategy 3: Locate your response within a limiting context. Suppose you are 
asked in a religion course to write your religious beliefs. Although this topic 
would naturally lead you to think about your own experiences and beliefs, 
you would probably do best to approach it in some more limiting context. The 
reading in the course could provide this limit. Let’s say that thus far you have 
read two modern religious thinkers, Martin Buber and Paul Tillich. Using these 
as your context, “What do I believe?” would become “How does my response to 
Buber and Tillich illuminate my own assumptions about the nature of religious 
faith?” An advantage of this move, beyond making your analysis less general, 
is that it would help you to get perspective on your own position.

Another way of limiting your context is to consider how one author or 
recognizable point of view that you have encountered in the course might 
respond to a single statement from another author or point of view. If you 
used this strategy to respond to the topic “Does God exist?,” you might arrive 
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at a formulation such as “How would Martin Buber critique Paul Tillich’s 
definition of God?” Although this topic appears to exclude personal response 
entirely, it in fact does not. Your opinion would necessarily enter because you 
would be actively formulating something that is not already evident in the 
reading (how Buber might respond to Tillich).

Evaluative Personal Response: “The article was irritating.”  This response is too 
broad and dismissively judgmental. Make it more analytical by tracing the 
response back to the evidence that triggered it.

A More Analytical Evaluative Response: “The author of the article oversimplifies 
the problem by assuming the cause of low voter registration to be voters’ 
ignorance rather than voters’ indifference.” Although still primarily an evaluative 
response, this observation is more analytical. It takes the writer’s initial response 
(”irritating”) to a specific cause.

A Non-evaluative Analytical Response: “The author’s emphasis on increased cover-
age of city politics in local/neighborhood forums such as the churches suggests 
that the author is interested in long-term effects of voter registration drives and not 
just in immediate increases.” Rather than simply reacting (”irritating”) or leaping to 
evaluation (”oversimplifies the problem”), the writer here formulates a possible 
explanation for the difference between his or her point of view on voter registration 
drives and the article’s.

FIgURE 3.1 
Making Personal Response More Analytical

Agree/Disagree
We offer here only a brief recap of this kind of topic, because it is discussed in 
both Chapter 1 (under Habit: The Judgment Reflex) and 2 (under reformulating 
binaries). Assignments are frequently worded as agree or disagree, but the 
wording is potentially misleading because you are rarely being asked for as 
unqualified an opinion as agree or disagree.

Creating opposing categories (binary oppositions) is fundamental to defin-
ing things. But binaries are also dangerous because they can invite reductive 
thinking—oversimplifying a subject by eliminating alternatives between the 
two extremes. And so, in most cases, your best strategy in dealing with agree/
disagree questions is to choose neither side. Instead, question the terms of the 
binary so as to arrive at a more complex and qualified position to write about. 
In place of choosing one side or the other, decide to what extent you agree and 
to what extent you disagree. You are still responsible for coming down more 
on one side than the other, but this need not mean that you have to locate 
yourself in a starkly either/or position. The code phrase for accomplishing this 
shift is “the extent to which”: “To what extent do you agree (or disagree)?”

We offer here a brief review of these strategies:

Strategy 1: Locate a range of opposing categories. 
Strategy 2: Analyze and define the opposing terms.
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Strategy 3: Question the accuracy of the binary.
Strategy 4: Change “either/or” to “the extent to which” (“to what extent?”).

Applying these strategies will usually cause you to do one or more of the 
following:

1. Weight one side of your binary more heavily than the other, rather 
than seeing the issue as all or nothing (all of one and none of the other).

2. Discover that you have not adequately named the binary: another 
opposition would be more accurate.

3. Discover that the two terms of your binary are not really so separate 
and opposed after all, but actually part of one complex phenomenon 
or issue.

Comparison/Contrast
Although comparison/contrast is meant to invite analysis, it is too often 
treated as an end in itself. The fundamental reason for comparing and con-
trasting is that you can usually discover ideas about a subject much more 
easily when you are not viewing it in isolation. When executed mechani-
cally, however, without the writer pressing to understand the significance 
of a similarity or difference, comparison/contrast can suffer from pointless-
ness. The telltale sign of this problem is the formulaic sentence beginning 
“Thus we see there are many similarities and differences between X and 
Y”—as “chaos” and “cream cheese” might fit that formula (both begin with 
the letter “c”).

Comparison/contrast topics produce pointless essays if you allow them 
to turn into matching exercises—that is, if you match common features 
of two subjects but don’t get beyond the equation stage (a, b, c 5 x, y, z). 
Writers fall into this trap when they have no larger question or issue to 
explore and perhaps resolve this by making the comparison. If, for example, 
you were to pursue the comparison of the representations of the Boston 
Tea Party in British and American history textbooks, you would begin by 
identifying similarities and differences. But simply presenting these and 
concluding that the two versions resemble and differ from each other in 
some ways would be pointless. You would need to press your compari-
sons with the so what? question (see Chapter 1) in order to give them some  
interpretive weight.

Comparison/contrast leads to the more sophisticated task of synthe-
sis. Synthesis involves more than two sources, often for the purpose of 
composing the opening frame of a researched paper or what is known as 
the “literature review” that typically opens papers in the social sciences. 
For more on synthesis, see Chapter 8, Conversing with Sources: Writing the 
Researched Paper. For advice on organizing comparison/contrast papers, 
see Chapter 9.
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Strategies for Making Comparison/Contrast More Analytical, 
Including Difference within Similarity

Strategy 1: Argue for the significance of a key comparison. Rather than sim-
ply covering a range of comparisons, focus on a key comparison. Although 
narrowing the focus might seem to eliminate other important areas of consi-
deration, in fact it usually allows you to incorporate at least some of these 
other areas in a more tightly connected, less list-like fashion. So, for example, 
a comparison of the burial rites of two cultures will probably reveal more 
about them than a much broader but more superficial list of cultural similari-
ties and differences. In the majority of cases, covering less is covering more.

You can determine which comparison is key by ranking. You are ranking 
whenever you designate one part of your topic as especially important or 
revealing. Suppose you are asked to compare General David Petraeus’s 
strategy in the Afghanistan conflict with General Douglas MacArthur’s 
strategy in World War II. As a first move, you could limit the comparison 
to some revealing parallel, such as the way each man dealt with the media, 
and then argue for its significance above other similarities or differences. 
You might, for instance, claim that in their treatment of the media we get 
an especially clear or telling vantage point on the two generals’ strategies. 
Now you are on your way to an analytical point—for example, that because 
MacArthur was more effectively shielded from the media at a time when the 
media was a virtual instrument of propaganda, he could make choices that 
Petraeus might have wanted to make, but could not.

Strategy 2: Use one side of the comparison to illuminate the other. Usually it is 
not necessary to treat each part of the comparison equally. It’s a common mis-
conception that each side must be given equal space. In fact, the purpose of 
your comparison governs the amount of space you’ll need to give to each part. 
Often, you will be using one side of the comparison primarily to illuminate 
the other. For example, in a course on contemporary military policy, the ratio 
between the two parts would probably be roughly seventy percent on Petraeus 
to thirty percent on MacArthur, rather than fifty percent on each.

Strategy 3: Imagine how one side of your comparison might respond to  
the other. This strategy, a variant of the preceding one, is a particularly useful 
way of helping you to respond to comparison/contrast topics more purpose-
fully. This strategy can be adapted to a wide variety of subjects. If you were 
asked to compare Sigmund Freud with one of his most important followers, 
Jacques Lacan, you would probably be better off focusing the broad question of 
how Lacan revises Freud by considering how and why he might critique Freud’s 
interpretation of a particular dream in The Interpretation of Dreams. Similarly, in 
the case of the Afghanistan example, you could ask yourself how MacArthur 
might have handled some key decision in dealing with Kabul and why. Or you 
might consider how he would have critiqued Petraeus’s decisions and why.
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Strategy 4: Focus on Difference within Similarity (or similarity despite  
difference). Too often writers notice a fundamental similarity and stop there. 
Asked to compare two subjects, they typically collect a number of parallel 
examples and merely show how they are parallel. This practice leads to bland 
tallying of similarities without much analytical edge—a matching exercise. 
Ideas tend to arise when a writer moves beyond this basic demonstration and 
complicates (or qualifies) the similarity by also noting areas of difference and 
accounting for their significance.

The solution is to practice what we call “looking for difference within 
similarity”:

Step 1: Decide whether the similarities or differences are most obvious  
and easily explained.

Step 2: Briefly explain the relatively obvious similarity or difference by 
asking “so what?” Why is this similarity or difference significant?

Step 3: Then focus your attention on the less obvious but revealing difference 
within the similarity or similarity despite the difference.

The phrase “difference within similarity” is to remind you that once you have 
started your thinking by locating apparent similarities, you can usually refine 
that thinking by pursuing significant, though often less obvious, distinctions 
among the similar things.

In Irish studies, for example, scholars characteristically acknowledge the 
extent to which contemporary Irish culture is the product of colonization. To 
this extent, Irish culture shares certain traits with other former colonies in 
Africa, Asia, Latin America, and elsewhere. But instead of simply demonstrating 
how Irish culture fits the general pattern of colonialism, these scholars also 
isolate the ways that Ireland does not fit the model. They focus, for example, 
on how its close geographical proximity and racial similarity to England, its 
colonizer, have distinguished the kinds of problems it encounters today from 
those characteristic of the more generalized model of colonialism. In effect, 
looking for difference within similarity has led them to locate and analyze the 
anomalies.

A corollary of the difference within similarity formula is similarity despite 
difference—that is, focusing on unexpected similarity rather than obvious dif-
ference. Consider, for example, two popular twenty-something TV sitcoms from 
different generations, Friends and The Big Bang Theory. At first inspection, these 
would appear to differ profoundly—one presents a heterosexual group living 
together in which everyone is straight; the other centers on an all-male group 
living together in which sexual orientation is—in at least one case—ambiguous.

But how are the two shows similar despite these differences? Both offer 
the consoling prospect of a comfortable space between the teen years and 
the specter of adulthood, before the kind of separation that coupling off 
and having kids incurs. In other words, both suggest that adulthood can be 
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comfortably forestalled by offering a group of friends who become family, 
regardless of male/female or gay/straight binaries.

Regardless of whether you begin by deciding that the similarities or 
the differences are most obvious, choosing to focus on less immediately 
noticeable differences or similarities will cause you to notice things that you 
otherwise might not have noticed. This is what comparison and contrast is 
designed to reveal. To sum up:

When A & B are obviously similar, 
look for unexpected difference.

When A & B are obviously different,
look for unexpected similarity.

Definition
Definition becomes meaningful when it serves some larger purpose. You define 
“rhythm and blues” because it is essential to any further discussion of the 
evolution of rock and roll music, or because you need that definition in order 
to discuss the British Invasion spearheaded by groups such as the Beatles, the 
Rolling Stones, and the Yardbirds in the late 1960s, or because you cannot clas-
sify John Lennon or Mick Jagger or Eric Clapton without it.

Like comparison/contrast, definition can produce pointless essays if the 
writer gets no further than assembling information. Moreover, when you con-
struct a summary of existing definitions with no clear sense of purpose, you 
tend to list definitions indiscriminately. As a result, you are likely to over-
look conflicts among the various definitions and overemphasize their surface 
similarities. Definition is, in fact, a site at which there is some contesting of 
authorities—different voices that seek to make their individual definitions 
triumph.

Strategies for Making Definition More Analytical

Strategy 1: Test the definition against evidence. One common form of defini-
tion asks you to apply a definition to a body of information. It is rare to find a 
perfect fit. Therefore, you should, as a general rule, use the data to assess the 
accuracy and the limitations of the definition, rather than simply imposing 
it on your data and ignoring or playing down the ways in which it does not 
fit. Testing the definition against evidence will evolve your definition. The 
definition, in turn, will serve as a lens to better focus your thinking about  
the evidence. 

Suppose you were asked to define capitalism in the context of third world 
economies. You might profitably begin by matching some standard definition 
of capitalism with specific examples from one or two third world econo-
mies, with the express purpose of detecting where the definition does and 
does not apply. In other words, you would respond to the definition topic by 
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assaying the extent to which the definition provides a tool for making sense of  
the subject.

Strategy 2: Use a definition from one source to illuminate another. As a 
general rule, you should attempt to identify the points of view of the 
sources from which you take your definitions, rather than accepting them 
as uncontextualized answers. It is essential to identify the particular slant 
because otherwise you will tend to overlook the conflicting elements among 
various definitions of a key term.

A paper on alcoholism, for example, will lose focus if you use all of the 
definitions available. If, instead, you convert the definition into a comparison 
and contrast of competing definitions, you can more easily generate a point 
and purpose for your definition. By querying, for example, whether a given 
source’s definition of alcoholism is moral or physiological or psychological, 
you can more easily problematize the issue of definition.

Strategy 3: Problematize as well as synthesize the definition. To explore 
competing definitions of the same term requires you to attend to the dif-
ficulties of definition. In general, analysis achieves direction and purpose by 
locating and then exploring a problem. You can productively make a problem 
out of defining. This strategy is known as problematizing, which locates and 
then explores the significance of the uncertainties and conflicts. It is always 
a smart move to problematize definitions, as this tactic reveals complexity 
that less careful thinkers might miss.

The definition of capitalism that you might take from Karl Marx, for exam-
ple, will differ in its emphases from Adam Smith’s. In this case, you would not 
only isolate the most important of these differences, but also try to account for 
the fact that Marx’s villain is Smith’s hero. Such an accounting would probably 
lead you to consider how the definition has been shaped by each of these writ-
ers’ political philosophies or by the culture in which each theory was composed.

Strategy 4: Shift from “what?” to “how?” and “why?” questions. It is no acci-
dent that we earlier offered the same strategy for making summary more 
analytical: analytical topics that require definition also depend on “why?” 
or “how?” questions, not “what?” questions (which tend simply to call for 
information).

If, for example, you sought to define the meaning of darkness in Joseph 
Conrad’s Heart of Darkness and any two other modern British novels, you would 
do better to ask why the writers find “darkness” such a fertile term, rather 
than simply to accumulate various examples of the term in the three novels. 
You might start by isolating the single best example from each of the works, 
preferably ones that reveal important differences as well as similarities. Then, 
in analyzing how each writer uses the term, you could work toward some 
larger point that would unify the essay. You might show how the conflicts 
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of definition within Conrad’s metaphor evolve historically, get reshaped by 
woman novelists, change after World War I, and so forth.

Assignments: Responding to Traditional Writing 
Assignments More Analytically 

1.  Analyzing the Wording of an Assignment. Analyze the following topic 
for unstated questions.

In a well-written essay, evaluate the truth of the assertion that follows. Use evidence 
and examples from your reading or experience to make your argument convincing. 
“It is human nature to want patterns, standards, and a structure of behavior. A 
pattern to conform to is a kind of shelter.” 

As we began to do with “Is feminism good for Judaism?” earlier, make 
a list of all of the questions implicit in this topic. Which words, both in the 
directions given to students and in the quotation, itself, require attention? 
When you have compiled your list, write a paragraph or two in which you 
explain, as specifically as possible, what the question is asking writers to 
do and how a writer might go about fulfilling these tasks.

2.  Write Two Summaries of the Same Article or Book Chapter. Make the 
first one consecutive (the so-called “coverage” model)—that is, try to 
cover the piece by essentially listing the key points as they appear. 
Limit yourself to a typed page. Then rewrite the summary, doing the 
following:

 j rank the items in order of importance according to some principle 
that you designate, explaining your rationale;

 j eliminate the last few items on the list or, at most, give each a single 
sentence; and

 j use the space you have saved to include more detail about the most 
important item or two.

 The second half of this assignment will probably require closer to two  
pages. 

3.  Look for Significant Difference or Unexpected Similarity. Choose any 
item from the list below. After you’ve done the research necessary 
to locate material to read and analyze, list as many similarities and 
differences as you can: go for coverage. Then, review your list, and 
select the two or three most revealing similarities and the two or three 
most revealing differences. At this point, you are ready to write a few 
paragraphs in which you argue for the significance of a key difference 
or similarity. In so doing, try to focus on an unexpected similarity or 
difference—one that others might not initially notice.
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1. accounts of the same event from two different newspapers or maga-
zines or textbooks

2. two CDs (or even songs) by the same artist or group 

3.  two ads for the same kind of product, perhaps aimed at different 
target audiences 

4. the political campaigns of two opponents running for the same or 
similar office

5. courtship behavior as practiced by men and by women

6. two clothing styles as emblematic of class or sub-group in your 
school, town, or workplace 

4.  Write a Comparative Definition. Seek out different and potentially 
competing definitions of the same term or terms. Begin with a dictionary 
such as the Oxford English Dictionary (popularly known as the OED, available 
in most library reference rooms or online) that contains both historically 
based definitions tracking the term’s evolution over time and etymologi-
cal definitions that identify the linguistic origins of the term (its sources 
in older languages). Be sure to locate both the historical evolution and the 
etymology of the term or terms. 

Then look up the term in one—or preferably several—specialized 
dictionaries. You can also ask your reference librarian for pertinent titles. 
Generally speaking, different disciplines generate their own specialized 
dictionaries.

Summarize key differences and similarities among the ways the dic-
tionaries have defined your term or terms. Then write a comparative 
essay in which you argue for the significance of a key similarity or dif-
ference, or an unexpected one.

Here is the list of words: hysteria, ecstasy, enthusiasm, witchcraft, 
leisure, gossip, bachelor, spinster, romantic, instinct, punk, thug, pundit, 
dream, alcoholism, aristocracy, atom, ego, pornography, conservative, 
liberal, entropy, election, tariff. Some of these words are interesting to 
look at together, such as ecstasy/enthusiasm or liberal/conservative or 
bachelor/spinster. Feel free to write on a pair, instead of on a single word.
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CHAPTER 4
Reasoning from Evidence to Claims

 Linking Evidence and Claims 89

Overview The chapter begins by addressing two common problems: claims 
without evidence (unsubstantiated claims) and evidence without claims (point-
less evidence). The chapter then offers a brief summary of rules of argument 
and of the two most basic forms of arranging evidence and claims: deduction 
(moving from a general claim to specific evidence) and induction (moving from 
specific evidence to a more general claim).

Ultimately, we argue for the importance of saying more about less. The 
phrase we use for this idea is doing 10 on 1—making ten points and observa-
tions about a single example. The chapter ends with several templates—step 
by step procedures—for organizing papers. 

In all disciplines, and in virtually any writing situation, it is important 
to support claims with evidence, to make your evidence lead to claims, and 
especially to be explicit about how you’ve arrived at the connection between 
your evidence and your claims. 

Linking Evidence and Claims
The relationship between evidence and claims is rarely self-evident. The word 
evident comes from a Latin verb meaning “to see.” To say that the truth of a 
statement is “self-evident” means that it does not need proving because its 
truth can be plainly seen by all. The thought connections that have occurred 
to you about what the evidence means will not automatically occur to others. 
Persuasive writing always makes the connections between evidence and claim 
overt (see Figure 4.1). 

The first step in learning to explain the connection between your evi-
dence and your claims is to remember that evidence rarely, if ever, can be 

Evidence Claim

Crucial site of connection

FigurE 4.1
Linking Evidence and Claims
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left to speak for itself. When you leave evidence to speak for itself, you are 
assuming that it can be interpreted in only one way and that others will nec-
essarily think as you do. 

Writers who think that evidence speaks for itself generally do very little 
with it. Sometimes they will present it without making any overt claims, 
stating, for example, “There was no alcohol at the party,” and expecting the 
reader to understand this statement as a sign of approval or disapproval. 
Alternatively, they may simply place the evidence next to a claim: “The party 
was terrible—there was no alcohol,” or “The party was great—there was no 
alcohol.” Juxtaposing the evidence with the claim (just putting them next 
to each other) leaves out the thinking that connects them, thereby imply-
ing that the logic of the connection is obvious. But even for readers prone to 
agreeing with a given claim, simply pointing to the evidence is rarely enough. 

The Functions of Evidence 
A common assumption about evidence is that it is “the stuff that proves I’m 
right.” Although this way of thinking about evidence is not wrong, it is much 
too limited. Corroboration (proving the validity of a claim) is one of the func-
tions of evidence, but not the only one. 

It helps to remember that the word prove actually comes from a Latin 
verb meaning “to test.” The noun form of prove, proof, has two meanings:  
(1) evidence sufficient to establish a thing as true or believable, and (2) the 
act of testing for truth or believability. When you operate on the basis of the  
first definition of proof alone, you are far more likely to seek out evidence that 
supports only your point of view, ignoring or dismissing other evidence that 
could lead to a different and possibly better idea. 

The advantage to following the second definition of the word proof—in 
the sense of testing—is that you will be better able to negotiate among com-
peting points of view. Doing so will predispose your readers to consider what 
you have to say, because you are offering them not only the thoughts a person 
has had, but also a person in the act of thinking. Writing well means sharing 
your thought process with your readers, telling them why you believe the 
evidence means what you say it does. 

“Because i Say So”: unsubstantiated Claims 
Problem: Making claims that lack supporting evidence.
Solution: Using concrete details to support and sharpen the claim. 

Unsubstantiated claims occur when a writer concentrates only on con-
clusions, omitting the evidence that led to them. At the opposite extreme, 
pointless evidence results when a writer offers a mass of detail attached to an 
overly general claim. Both of these problems can be solved by offering readers 
the evidence that led to the claim and explaining how the evidence led there. 

The word unsubstantiated means “without substance.” An unsubstantiated 
claim is not necessarily false, it just offers none of the concrete “stuff” upon 
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which the claim is based. When a writer makes an unsubstantiated claim, 
he or she has assumed that readers will believe it just because the writer put 
it out there. Perhaps more important, unsubstantiated claims deprive a writer 
of details. If you lack actual “stuff” to analyze, you tend to overstate your posi-
tion and leave your readers wondering exactly what you mean. 

You can see the problem of unsubstantiated assertions not only in papers 
but also in everyday conversation. It occurs when people get in the habit of 
leaping to conclusions—forming impressions so quickly and automatically 
that they have difficulty even recalling what triggered a particular response. 
Ask such people why they thought a new acquaintance is pretentious, and 
they will rephrase the generalization rather than offer the evidence that led 
to it: the person is pretentious because he puts on airs. 

Simply rephrasing your generalizations rather than offering evidence 
starves your thinking; it also shuts out readers. If, for example, you defend your 
judgment that a person is pretentious by saying that he puts on airs, you have 
ruled on the matter and dismissed it. (You have also committed a logical flaw 
known as a circular argument; because “pretentious” and “putting on airs” mean 
virtually the same thing, using one in support of the other is arguing in a circle.) 
If, by contrast, you include the grounds upon which your judgment is based—
that he uses words without regard to whether his listeners will understand or 
that he always wears a bow tie—you have at least given readers a glimpse of 
your evaluative criteria. Readers are far more likely to accept your views if you 
give them the chance to think with you about the evidence. The alternative—
offering groundless assertions—is to expect them to take your word for it. 

There is, of course, an element of risk in providing the details that have 
informed your judgment. You leave yourself open to attack if, for example, 
your readers wear bow ties. But this is an essential risk to take, for otherwise, 
you leave your readers wondering why you think as you do, or worse, unlikely 
to credit your point of view. 

Most importantly, taking care to substantiate your claims will make you 
more inclined to think openly and carefully about your judgments. And pre-
cisely because what people have taken to be common knowledge (“women 
can’t do math,” for example, or “men don’t talk about their feelings”) so often 
turns out to be wrong, you should take care to avoid unsubstantiated claims. 

Distinguishing Evidence from Claims
To check your drafts for unsubstantiated assertions, you first have to know 
how to recognize them. It is sometimes difficult to separate facts from judg-
ments, data from interpretations of the data. Writers who aren’t practiced 
in this skill can believe that they are offering evidence when they are really 
offering only unsubstantiated claims. In your own reading and writing, pause 
once in a while to label the sentences of a paragraph as either evidence (E) or 
claims (C). What happens if we try to categorize the sentences of the following 
paragraph in this way? 
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The owners are ruining baseball in America. Although they claim they are losing 
money, they are really just being greedy. Some years ago, they even fired the 
commissioner, Fay Vincent, because he took the players’ side. Baseball is a sport, not a 
business, and it is a sad fact that it is being threatened by greedy businessmen. 

The first and last sentences of the paragraph are claims. They draw con-
clusions about as yet unstated evidence that the writer will need to provide. 
The middle two sentences are harder to classify. If particular owners have 
said publicly that they are losing money, the existence of the owners’ state-
ments is a fact. But the writer moves from evidence to unsubstantiated claims 
when he suggests that the owners are lying about their financial situation and 
are doing so because of their greed. Similarly, it is a fact that Commissioner 
Fay Vincent was fired, but it is only an assertion that he was fired “because 
he took the players’ side,” an unsubstantiated claim. Although many of us 
might be inclined to accept some version of this claim as true, we should 
not be asked to accept the writer’s opinion as self-evident truth. What is the 
evidence in support of the claim? What are the reasons for believing that the 
evidence means what the writer says it does? 

The writer of the baseball paragraph, for example, offers as fact that the 
owners claim they are losing money. If he were to search harder, however, he 
would find that his statement of the owners’ claim is not entirely accurate. 
The owners have not unanimously claimed that they are losing money; they 
have acknowledged that the problem has to do with poorer “small-market” 
teams competing against richer “large-market” teams. This more compli-
cated version of the facts might at first be discouraging to the writer, since it 
reveals his original thesis (“greed”) to be oversimplified. But then, as we have 
been saying, the function of evidence is not just to corroborate your claims, 
it should also help you to test and refine your ideas and to define your key 
terms more precisely. 

Try This 4.1: Distinguishing Evidence from Claims
Take an excerpt from your own writing, at least two paragraphs in length—
perhaps from a paper you have already written, or a draft you are working 
on—and label every sentence that seems to function as either evidence (E) or 
claim (C). For sentences that appear to offer both, determine which parts of the 
sentence are evidence and which are claim, and then decide which one, E or C, 
predominates. What is the ratio of evidence to claim? This is also an instructive 
way of working with other writers. 

giving Evidence a Point: Making Details Speak 
Problem: Presenting a mass of evidence without explaining how it relates 

to the claims.
Solution: Make details speak. Explain how evidence confirms and qualifies 

the claim. 
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To make your thinking visible to your readers, follow through on the 
implications of your evidence. You have to make the details speak, convey-
ing to your readers why they mean what you say they mean. 

The following example illustrates what happens when a writer leaves the 
evidence to speak for itself. 

Baseball is a sport, not a business, and it is a sad fact that it is being threatened  
by greedy businessmen. For example, Eli Jacobs, the previous owner of the 
Baltimore Orioles, sold the team to Peter Angelos for one hundred million 
dollars more than he had spent ten years earlier when he purchased it. Also, a 
new generation of baseball stadiums has been built in the last few decades—in 
Baltimore, Chicago, Arlington (Texas), Cleveland, San Francisco, Milwaukee, 
Houston, Philadelphia, Washington, and, most recently, in Miami. These parks are 
enormously expensive and include elaborate scoreboards and luxury boxes. The 
average baseball players, meanwhile, now earn more than a million dollars a year, 
and they all have agents to represent them. Alex Rodriguez, the third baseman 
for the New York Yankees, is paid more than twenty million dollars a season. Sure, 
he continues to set records for homers by a player at his age, but is any ballplayer 
worth that much money? 

Unlike the previous example, which was virtually all claims, this para-
graph, except for the opening claim and the closing question, is all evidence. 
The paragraph presents what we might call an “evidence sandwich”: it 
encloses a series of facts between two claims. (The opening statement 
blames “greedy businessmen,” presumably owners, and the closing state-
ment appears to indict greedy, or at least overpaid, players.) Readers are left 
with two problems. First, the mismatch between the opening and concluding 
claims leaves it not altogether clear what the writer is saying that the evi-
dence suggests. And second, he has not told readers why they should believe 
that the evidence means what he says it does. Instead, he leaves it to speak 
for itself. 

If readers are to accept the writer’s implicit claims—that the spending is 
too much and that it is ruining baseball—he will have to show how and why 
the evidence supports these conclusions. The rule that applies here is that 
evidence can almost always be interpreted in more than one way. 

We might, for instance, formulate at least three conclusions from the 
evidence offered in the baseball paragraph. We might decide that the writer 
believes baseball will be ruined by going broke or that its spirit will be 
ruined by becoming too commercial. Worst of all, we might disagree with 
his claim and conclude that baseball is not really being ruined, because the 
evidence could be read as signs of health rather than decay. The profit-
able resale of the Orioles, the expensive new ballparks (which, the writer 
neglects to mention, have drawn record crowds), and the skyrocketing sala-
ries all could testify to the growing popularity, rather than the decline, of 
the sport. 
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how to Make Details speak: A Brief Example The best way to begin making 
the details speak is to take the time to look at them, asking questions about 
what they imply. 

1. Say explicitly what you take the details to mean. 

2. State exactly how the evidence supports your claims. 

3. Consider how the evidence complicates (qualifies) your claims. 

The writer of the baseball paragraph leaves some of his claims and vir-
tually all of his reasoning about the evidence implicit. What, for example, 
bothers him about the special luxury seating areas? Attempting to uncover 
his assumptions, we might speculate that he intends it to demonstrate how 
economic interests are taking baseball away from its traditional fans because 
these new seats cost more than the average person can afford. This interpre-
tation could be used to support the writer’s governing claim, but he would 
need to spell out the connection, to reason back to his own premises. He 
might say, for example, that baseball’s time-honored role as the all-American 
sport—democratic and grass-roots—is being displaced by the tendency of 
baseball as a business to attract higher box office receipts and wealthier fans. 

The writer could then make explicit what his whole paragraph implies: 
that baseball’s image as a popular pastime in which all Americans can 
participate is being tarnished by players and owners alike, whose primary 
concerns appear to be making money. In making his evidence speak in this 
way, the writer would be practicing step 3 above—using the evidence to  
complicate and refine his ideas. He would discover which specific aspect of 
baseball he thinks is being ruined, clarifying that the “greedy businessmen” 
to whom he refers include both owners and players. 

Let’s emphasize the final lesson gleaned from this example. When you 
focus on tightening the links between evidence and claim, the result is almost 
always a “smaller” claim than the one you set out to prove. This is what evi-
dence characteristically does to a claim: it shrinks and restricts its scope. This 
process is known as qualifying a claim. 

Sometimes it is hard to give up on the large, general assertions that 
were your first responses to your subject. But your sacrifices in scope are 
exchanged for greater accuracy and validity. The sweeping claims you lose 
(“Greedy businessmen are ruining baseball”) give way to less resounding—
but also more informed, more incisive, and less judgmental—ideas (“Market 
pressures may not bring the end of baseball, but they are certainly changing 
the image and nature of the game”). 

More than Just “the Facts”: What Counts as Evidence? 
Thus far this chapter has concentrated on how to use evidence after you’ve 
assembled it. In many cases, though, a writer has to consider a more basic and 
often hidden question before collecting data: what counts as evidence? 

Copyright 2015 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).

Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



 More than Just “the Facts”: What Counts as Evidence?  95

This question raises two related concerns: 

Relevance: in what ways does the evidence bear on the claim or problem 
that you are addressing? Do the facts really apply in this particular 
case, and if so, how?

Framing assumptions: in what ways is the evidence colored by the point of 
view that designated it as evidence? At what point does this coloring 
undercut the authority or reliability of the evidence? 

To raise the issue of framing assumptions is not to imply that all evidence 
is merely subjective, somebody’s impressionistic opinion. We are implying, 
however, that even the most apparently neutral evidence is the product of 
some way of seeing that qualifies the evidence as evidence in the first place. 
In some cases, this way of seeing is embedded in the established procedure 
of particular disciplines. In the natural sciences, for example, the actual data 
that go into the results section of a lab report or formal paper are the product 
of a highly controlled experimental procedure. As its name suggests, the sec-
tion presents the results of seeing in a particular way. 

The same kind of control is present in various quantitative operations in 
the social sciences, in which the evidence is usually framed in the language of 
statistics. And in somewhat less systematic—but nonetheless similar—ways, 
evidence in the humanities and in some projects in the social sciences is con-
ditioned by methodological assumptions. A literature student cannot assume, 
for example, that a particular fate befalls a character in a story because of 
events in the author’s life (it is a given of literary study that biography may 
inform, but does not explain, a work of art). Evidence is never just some free-
floating, absolutely reliable, objective entity for the casual observer to sample 
at random. It is always a product of certain starting assumptions and proce-
dures that readers must take into account. 

In the following Voices from Across the Curriculum, Political Science 
Professor Jack Gambino suggests that it is always useful to try to figure out the 
methodological how behind the what, especially since methodology is always 
based in certain assumptions as opposed to others. 

VOiCES FrOM ACrOSS THE CurriCuLuM 

Questions of Relevance and Methodology: A Political Science 
Professor Speaks
What counts as evidence? I try to impress upon students that they need to 
substantiate their claims with evidence. Most have little trouble with this. However, 
when I tell them that evidence itself is dependent upon methodology—that it’s 
not just a question of gathering “information,” but also a question of how it was 
gathered—their eyes glaze over. Can we trust the source of information? What 
biases may exist in the way questions are posed in an opinion poll? Who counts as an 
authority on a subject? (No, Rush Limbaugh cannot be considered an authority on 
women’s issues, or the environment, or, for that matter, anything else!) Is your evidence 
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out-of-date? (In politics, books on electoral behavior have a shelf life only up to the 
next election. After two years, they may have severe limitations.)

Methodological concerns also determine the relevance of evidence. Some models 
of, say, democratic participation define as irrelevant certain kinds of evidence that 
other models might view as crucial. For instance, a pluralist view of democracy, which 
emphasizes the dominant role of competitive elites, views the evidence of low voter 
turnout and citizen apathy as a minor concern. More participatory models, in contrast, 
interpret the same evidence as an indication of the crisis afflicting contemporary 
democratic practices. 

In addition to this question of relevance, methodology makes explicit the game plan of 
research: How did the student conduct his or her research? Why did he or she consider 
some information more relevant than others? Are there any gaps in the information? 
Does the writer distinguish cases in which evidence strongly supports a claim from 
evidence that is suggestive or speculative? 

Finally, students need to be aware of the possible ideological nature of evidence. 
For instance, Americans typically seek to explain such problems as poverty in 
individualistic terms, a view consistent with our liberal heritage, rather than in terms of 
class structure, as a Marxist would. Seeking the roots of poverty in individual behavior 
simply produces a particular kind of evidence different from that which would be 
produced if we began with the assumption that class structure plays a decisive 
influence in shaping individual behavior. 

—JACk GAMBINO, PROFESSOR OF POLITICAL SCIENCE

The preferences of different disciplines for certain kinds of evidence not-
withstanding, most professors share the conviction that the evidence you 
choose to present should not be one-sided. They also understand that the 
observation of and use of evidence is never completely neutral. Whatever 
kind of evidence you’re using, the emphasis rests on how you use what you 
have: how you articulate what it means and how carefully you link the evi-
dence to your claims. 

The rules of Argument  
Attempts to codify rules of argument—the reasoning process that connects 
evidence and claims—is part of a tradition of logic reaching back into antiquity. 
We will now take a brief excursion there to provide theoretical background 
about ways of reasoning with evidence and claims. 

Philosophers have long quested for forms that might lend to human 
argument some greater clarity and certainty, like what is possible 
with formulas in math. As you will see and as most philosophers will 
readily admit, the reality of evaluating arguments in day-to-day life is nec-
essarily a less tidy process than the rules of argument might make it seem.  
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The kinds of certainty that are sometimes possible with formulas in math 
are not so easily available when using words to make claims about human 
experience. Nevertheless, the rules of argument offer a set of specific guide-
lines for discovering things that go right—and wrong—in the construction  
of an argument. 

Probably the most common way of talking about logical argumentation 
goes back to Aristotle. This approach doesn’t always have direct applications 
to generating the kinds of analytical writing described in this book, but know-
ing the ways that philosophers have devised for evaluating arguments can 
expand your ability to assess your own and others’ reasoning about claims 
and evidence. 

Syllogism and Enthymeme 
At the heart of the Aristotelian model is the syllogism. There are a number 
of rules for evaluating the validity of a syllogism’s conclusion. In this short 
section, we cannot offer enough of the details about argument analysis to 
equip you with the necessary skills. But we will give you enough detail so that 
you can understand the basic principles and methods of this way of thinking 
about argument. 

The syllogism is divided into three parts or steps: 

1. Major premise: a general proposition presumed to be true 

2. Minor premise: a subordinate proposition also presumed to be true

3. Conclusion: a claim that follows logically from the two premises, if the 
argument has been properly framed 

Here is a frequently cited example of a syllogism: 

All men are mortal (major premise).
Socrates is a man (minor premise).
Therefore, Socrates is mortal (conclusion). 

A premise is a proposition (assumption) upon which an argument is 
based and from which a conclusion is drawn. The two premises in a syllogism 
offer reasons for believing the conclusion of the syllogism to be valid. If both 
of the premises have been stated in the proper form (both containing a shared 
term), then the conclusion must be valid. 

An important thing to know about syllogisms is that they are only as 
true as the premises they are made of. It is not, however, the business of the 
syllogism to test the truth of the premises. Syllogisms can only demonstrate 
that the form of the argument is valid. As you will see, this word “valid” is a 
key term in argument evaluation, a term that does not mean the same thing 
as right or true. 

If a writer follows the prescribed steps of the syllogism without violat-
ing any of the rules on proper wording and on the way the steps may be put 
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together, then the conclusion arrived at in step 3 is valid. An argument evalu-
ated in this way can be valid and still be false. For example: 

All politicians are corrupt.
The mayor of Chicago is a politician.
Therefore, the mayor of Chicago is corrupt. 

The problem here is not with the form of the syllogism, but with the fact that 
the major premise is untrue. 

To make good use of syllogistic reasoning, you need to get into the habit 
of recasting arguments that you write or read or hear into the proper syllo-
gistic form. The way that most people articulate claims—often without even 
recognizing that they are making claims—is rarely, if ever, syllogistic. Claims, 
for example, if they are to be most easily assessed for validity, need to be 
recast so that they use forms of “to be” rather than other kinds of verbs (as in 
the Chicago example above). 

Arguments as we encounter them in daily life are considerably less easy 
to evaluate. These real-life arguments typically appear in a form that philoso-
phers call the “enthymeme.” An enthymeme is an incomplete syllogism. One 
of its premises has been left unstated, usually because the person offering the 
argument takes the unstated assumption to be a given, something so obvi-
ously true that it doesn’t even need to be made explicit. 

Sample Enthymeme #1: Cats make better pets than dogs because cats are 
more independent.

Unstated Assumption: Independent animals make better pets.
Sample Enthymeme #2: Charter schools will improve the quality of educa-

tion because they encourage competition.
Unstated Assumption: Competition improves the quality of education. 

Recognizing and testing the accuracy of the unstated assumption is critical to 
evaluating any claim. This one skill—uncovering unstated assumptions—is 
extremely useful in analyzing the claims you encounter in life and in your 
own writing. 

Toulmin’s Alternative Model of the Syllogism 
The British philosopher Steven Toulmin offered a competing model of argu-
ment in his influential book, The Uses of Argument (1958). Toulmin’s model 
was motivated by his belief that the philosophical tradition of formal logic, 
with its many rules for describing and evaluating the conduct of argu-
ments, conflicts with the practice and idiom (ways of phrasing) of arguers. 
To radically simplify Toulmin’s case, it is that the syllogism does not ade-
quately account for what thinkers do when they try to frame and defend 
various claims. Toulmin describes the structure of argument in a way that 
he thought came closer to what actually happens in practice when we try 
to take a position. 
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The Toulmin model of argument re-names and reorders the process of 
reasoning described in the Aristotelian syllogism as follows: 

1. Data: the evidence appealed to in support of a claim; data respond to 
the question “What have you got to go on?” 

2. Warrant: a general principle or reason used to connect the data with 
the claim; the warrant responds to the question “How did you get 
there?” (from the data to the claim) 

3. Claim: a conclusion about the data (see Figure 4.2) 

Support Claim

Warrant

FigurE 4.2
The Toulmin Model

Consider Figure 4.2 in terms of the chapter’s opening discussion of link-
ing evidence and claims. In the Toulmin model, the warrant is the link. It 
supplies the reasoning that explains why the evidence (support) leads to the 
conclusion (claim). 

Let’s look briefly at how this reasoning structure works in practice by 
looking at one of Toulmin’s examples. 

Data: Harry was born in Bermuda.
Warrant: The relevant statutes provide that people born in the colonies of 

British parents are entitled to British citizenship (reason for connecting 
data to claim); 

Claim: So, presumably, Harry is a British citizen. (conclusion) 

We can now follow Toulmin a little further in his critique and revision 
of syllogistic ways of describing thinking. A syllogism, as you saw above in 
the Socrates example, is designed to reveal its soundness through the careful 
framing and arrangement of its terms: 

All men are mortal. (All x’s are y.)
Socrates is a man. (Socrates is an x.)
Therefore, Socrates is mortal. (Socrates is y.) 

At what price, asks Toulmin, do we simplify our phrasing of complex situations 
in the world in order to gain this appearance of truth? In how many situations, 
he asks, can we say that “all x’s are y”? 

The strictness of the rules necessary for guaranteeing formal validity, 
Toulmin argues, leaves out the greater amount of uncertainty that is a part 
of reasoning about most questions, issues, and problems. Toulmin observes, 
using his own argument structure as a case in point, that as soon as an 
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100 Chapter 4 Reasoning from Evidence to Claims

argument begins to add information in support of its premises, the complex-
ity and inevitable tentativeness of the argument become apparent, rather 
than its evident truth. 

Here is Toulmin’s explanation of what must happen to the form of an 
argument when a person begins to add more supporting information, which 
Toulmin calls backing. The backing for the warrant in the example above about 
the British citizenship of people born in Bermuda would inevitably involve 
mentioning “the relevant statutes”—acts of Parliament, statistical reports, 
and so forth—to prove its accuracy. The addition of such information, says 
Toulmin, would “prevent us from writing the argument so that its validity 
shall be manifest from its formal properties alone” (The Uses of Argument 123). 

To use an analogy, if the Aristotelian syllogism appears to offer us the 
promise of never mistaking the forest for the trees, Toulmin’s revision of that 
model is to never let us forget that the forest is in fact made up of trees. 

As a writer, you will naturally want some guidelines and workable meth-
ods for selecting evidence and linking it to claims. But what you can’t expect 
to find is a set of predetermined slots into which you can drop any piece of 
evidence and find the truth. Rather, analyses and arguments operate within 
the complex set of details and circumstances that are part of life as we live it. 
An argument depends not only on whether or not its premises follow logically, 
but also on the quality of the thinking that produces those premises in the 
first place and painstakingly tests their accuracy. This is the job of analysis. 

rogerian Argument and Practical reasoning 
Contemporary rhetoricians are less concerned about testing the adequacy 
of arguments than they are with making argument better serve the needs of 
people in everyday life and in the larger arena of public discourse. The view 
of argument offered throughout this book—for example, in the discussion of 
counterproductive habits of mind in Chapter 1—is aligned with the thinking 
of two such rhetoricians, Carl Rogers and Wayne Booth. 

For these and other like-minded rhetoricians, the language of argument, 
which is often drawn from warfare, reflects its goal of gaining strategic advan-
tage over others, who are considered as opponents. Booth and Rogers propose 
that the aim of argument should not be primarily to ensure certainty in order 
to defeat opponents, but to locate common ground. 

Both Rogers and Booth emphasize the need to understand and accurately 
represent the positions of “opponents” in an argument rather than search for 
the best and quickest way to defeat them. “For Booth,” as one scholar notes, 
“reasoning equates not just with rational thought but instead with inquiry, a 
term that more expansively describes the process all of us are daily engaged 
in to shape and make sense of the world—a process the ends of which 
are seldom certain or empirically measurable” (Zachary Dobbins, “Wayne 
Booth, Narrative, and the Rhetoric of Empathy”—a talk delivered at the 2010 
Conference on College Composition and Communication). As Dobbins quotes 
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from Booth’s Modern Dogma and the Rhetoric of Dissent, “The supreme purpose 
of persuasion [. . .] should not be to talk someone else into a preconceived 
view; rather it must be to engage in mutual inquiry or exploration [. . .].” This 
goal is very much the norm in academic writing, where people try to put dif-
ferent points of view into conversation rather than set out to have one view 
defeat another. 

Deduction and induction: Two Ways of Linking 
Evidence and Claims 
Next we will address how thinking moves in a piece of writing. The way evi-
dence and claims are located creates different organizational shapes and 
sequences. 

Anyone who looks seriously at the relationship between evidence and 
claim needs two key terms: 

—induction: reasoning from particulars to the general, and
—deduction: reasoning from the general to the particular. 

Take a moment to study Figure 4.3 on page 102. 
As a thought process, deduction reasons from a general principle to a 

particular case, in order to draw a conclusion about that case. It introduces 
this principle up front and then uses it to select and interpret evidence. For 
example, a deductive paper might state in its first paragraph that attitudes 
toward and rules governing sexuality in a given culture can be seen, at least 
in part, to have economic causes. The paper might then apply this principle, 
already assumed to be true, to the codes governing sexual behavior in several 
cultures or several kinds of sexual behavior in a single culture. The writer’s 
aim would be to use his or her general principle as a means of explaining 
selected features of particular cases. 

A good deductive argument is, however, more than a mechanical appli-
cation or matching exercise of general claim and specific details that are 
explained by it. Deductive reasoning uses the evidence to draw out the 
implications—what logicians term inferring the consequences—of the claim. 
Particularly in the sciences, the deductive process aims at predicting one phe-
nomenon from another. A scientist asks in effect, “If x happens in a particular 
case, will it also happen in another similar case?” 

The inductive thought process typically begins, not with a general princi-
ple, but with particular data for which it seeks to generate some explanatory 
principle. Whereas deduction moves by applying a generalization to particu-
lar cases, induction moves from the observation of individual cases to the 
formation of a general principle. Because all possible cases can obviously 
never be examined—every left-handed person, for example, if one wishes 
to theorize that left-handed people are better at spatial thinking than right-
handers—the principle (or thesis) arrived at through inductive reasoning 
always remains open to doubt. 

Copyright 2015 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).

Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



102 Chapter 4 Reasoning from Evidence to Claims

Nevertheless, the primary claim of an inductive paper is generally 
deemed credible if a writer can demonstrate that the theory is based on a 
reasonably sized sampling of representative instances. Obviously, a child 
who arrives at the claim that all orange food tastes bad on the basis of 
squash and carrots has not based that theory on an adequate sampling of 
available evidence. 

General principle
(Theory, Hypothesis)

Conclusion

(A) Deduction

Set of
particular
cases

Conclusion:
General principle

(Theory, Explanation)

(B) Induction

Set of
particular
cases

Shared characteristics

(C) Blend: Induction to Deduction

Set of
particular
cases

Conclusion

Set of
particular
cases

General principle
(Theory, Hypothesis)

(D) Blend: Deduction to Induction

New set of
particular
cases

Tentative
hypothesis

Conclusion

Set of
particular
cases

General principle
(Theory, Explanation)

FigurE 4.3
Deduction and induction. Deduction (A) uses particular cases to exemplify 
general principles and analyze their implications. induction (B) constructs 
general principles from the analysis of particular cases. in practice, 
analytical thinking and writing blend deduction and induction and start 
either with particular cases (C) or a general principle (D)
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Induction is a process aimed at forming theories about the meaning of 
things. The scientific method, for example, uses induction to evolve explana-
tions for observed phenomenon such as the higher incidence of heart attacks 
among men than women. The proposed explanation (general principle) is then 
tested deductively according to the pattern: if theory X is true, then such-and-
such should follow. If the particular results predicted by the theory do not occur 
when the theory is put to the test, the scientist knows that something is wrong 
with his or her induction. A deductive premise is only as good as the inductive 
reasoning that produced it in the first place. (See, in Chapter 6, our discussion 
of a student essay on the meaning of Velázquez’s painting, Las Meninas, for an 
example of how inductive reasoning works in the writing process.) 

As these examples show, in most cases induction and deduction oper-
ate in tandem (see Figure 4.3, C and D). The aim of analysis is usually to test 
(deductively) the validity of a hypothetical conclusion or to generate (induc-
tively) a theory that might plausibly explain a given set of data. Analysis moves 
between the particular and the general, regardless of which comes first. 

“1 on 10” and “10 on 1” 
We use the terms 1 on 10 and 10 on 1 for deduction and induction, because 
these terms make it easy to visualize what in practice writers actually do when 
they use these thought processes. In 1 on 10, our term for deduction, a writer 
attaches the same claim (1) to a number of pieces of evidence. (The “10” stands 
for a series of examples, as shown in Figure 4.4). In 10 on 1, our term for induc-
tion, the writer makes a series of observations (arbitrarily, “10”) about a single 
example (the “1” ; see Figure 4.5). We now will talk about each of these in turn. 

Doing 1 on 10 
To get started on 1 on 10, you need, of course, a 1—a claim that you think 
usefully illuminates the pieces of evidence you are looking at. You can arrive 
at this claim by searching for patterns of repetition in the evidence (see the 

. . .Example 1 Example 2 Example 3 Example 4 Example 10 Conclusion

General
claim

FigurE 4.4
Doing 1 on 10: 1 Claim, 10 Pieces of Evidence (in which 10 stands arbitrarily 
for any number of examples)
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104 Chapter 4 Reasoning from Evidence to Claims

method in Chapter 1). The primary reason you are looking at a number of 
examples is to determine if there is sufficient evidence to make the claim. 
The pieces of evidence will in effect be united by the claim. If, for example, 
you discover that revolutionary movements at different historical moments 
and geographical locales produce similar kinds of violence, you would be 
able to demonstrate that there is a generalizable model for organizing and 
understanding the evidence—a model that provides a way of seeing a vast 
amount of information. 

The search for a claim that enables the deductive way of seeing necessar-
ily involves focusing on similarity rather than difference. If a writer in reading 
the biblical book of Exodus focuses broadly on the difficulties of faith, she 
could formulate a principle that might be used deductively to reveal the unity 
in the book: that again and again the Israelites get into trouble whenever their 
faith in God falters. 

Similarly, when scientists test a theory by seeing how well it explains 
certain phenomena, they are operating deductively. They use the theory—
the “1”—to call attention to and explain what otherwise might have seemed 
entirely disconnected pieces of evidence. This is what is exciting about deduc-
tion at its best—it’s revealing. It highlights a pattern in a body of evidence 
that, before the revelation of pattern, just seemed a collection of data. 

Example2 Example3

. . .

Point 1

Point 2

Point 3

Point 4

Point 5

Point 6

Point 10

Conclusion

Used to explore
other examples

Representative
example

FigurE 4.5
Doing 10 on 1. The pattern of 10 on 1 (in which “10” stands arbitrarily for 
any number of points) successively develops a series of points about a 
single representative example. its analysis of evidence is in depth
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Organizing Papers Using 1 on 10 

1. Either start with a preexisting claim or generate a claim by using the 
method or notice & focus to find a revealing pattern or tendency in your 
evidence. (See Chapter 1.) 

2. As you move through the evidence, look for data that corroborate  
your claim. 

3. Formulate your reasons for saying that each piece of evidence supports 
the overarching claim. 

4. Work out how the separate parts of your data connect. 

5. Revise and enrich the implications of your claim (the 1) on the basis of 
the series of examples (the 10) you’ve presented. 

A Potential Problem with 1 on 10: Mere Demonstration 
The single biggest potential problem in 1 on 10 papers is that the form lends itself 
so easily to superficial thinking. This is true in part because when the time comes 
to compose a formal paper, it is very common for writers to panic, and abandon 
the wealth of data and ideas they have accumulated in the exploratory writing 
stage, telling themselves, “Now I better have my one idea and be able to prove 
to everybody that I’m right.” Out goes careful attention to detail. Out goes any 
evidence that doesn’t fit. Instead of analysis, they substitute the kind of paper 
we call a demonstration. That is, they cite evidence to prove that a generalization 
is generally true. The problem with the demonstration lies with its too limited 
notions of what a thesis and evidence can do in a piece of analytical thinking. 

The 1 on 10 demonstration, as opposed to a more productive deductive 
analysis, results from a mistaken assumption about the function of evidence: 
that it exists only to demonstrate the validity of (corroborate) a claim. Beyond 
corroborating claims, evidence should serve to test and develop them. A 
writer who makes a single and usually very general claim (“History repeats 
itself,” “Exercise is good for you,” and so forth) and then proceeds to affix it 
to ten examples is likely to produce a list, not a piece of developed thinking. 

Doing 10 on 1: Saying More About Less 
The phrase “10 on 1” is the term the book uses to describe inductive ways of pro-
ceeding in a piece of writing. Rather than looking at the whole, you are looking 
in depth at a part that you think is representative of the whole. Note that 10 on 
1 is a deliberate inversion of 1 on 10, so that the “1” now stands for a single, rich, 
and representative example, and the “10” stands for the various observations 
that you are able to make about it. To return to the Exodus example, a writer 
who wished to explore the dynamics of failed faith might make his “1” the 
episode of the golden calf in chapter 32: 1–35. He might isolate key repetitions 
and strands, and actively raise questions. Why, for example, does Moses burn 
the idol, grind it to powder, scatter it on water, and make the Israelites drink it? 
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106 Chapter 4 Reasoning from Evidence to Claims

doing 10 on 1 will lead you to draw out as much meaning as possible from 
your best example—a case of narrowing the focus and then analyzing in 
depth. Eventually you will move from this key example to others that usefully 
extend and qualify your point, but first you need to let analysis of your repre-
sentative example produce more thinking. In Exodus 35, for example, failed 
faith provokes anger (arguably, the key repetition in the chapter) and eventual 
bloodshed. Before a writer could see these three terms as a pattern in the text, 
he’d need to study other instances of failed faith in this book of the Bible. 

The practice of doing 10 on 1 remedies the major problem writers have 
when they do 1 on 10: simply attaching a host of examples to an obvious and 
overly general claim, with little or no analysis. doing 10 on 1 requires writers 
to explore the evidence, not just generalize about it. 

You can use 10 on 1 to accomplish various ends: (1) to locate the range 
of possible meanings your evidence suggests, (2) to make you less inclined to 
cling to your first claim, (3) to open the way for you to discover the complexity 
of your subject, and (4) to slow down the rush to generalization and thus help 
to ensure that when you arrive at a working thesis, it will be more specific and 
better able to account for your evidence. 

Organizing Papers Using 10 on 1 

1. Use the method or notice & focus to find a revealing pattern or tendency 
in your evidence. (See Chapter 1.) 

2. Select a representative example. 

3. Do 10 on 1 to produce an in-depth analysis of your example. 

4. Test your results in similar cases. 

A Potential Problem with 10 on 1: Not Demonstrating  
the representativeness of Your Example 
Focusing on your single best example has the advantage of economy, cutting to 
the heart of the subject, but it runs the risk that the example you select might 
not in fact be representative. You need to demonstrate its representativeness 
overtly. This means showing that your example is part of a larger pattern of 
similar evidence and not just an isolated instance. To establish that pattern it is 
useful to do 1 on 10—locating ten examples that share a trait— as a preliminary 
step and then select one of these for in-depth analysis. 

In terms of logic, the problem of generalizing from too little and unrep-
resentative evidence is known as an unwarranted inductive leap. The writer 
leaps from one or two instances to a broad claim about an entire class or 
category. Just because you see an economics professor and a biology profes-
sor wearing corduroy jackets, for example, you would not want to leap to the 
conclusion that all professors wear corduroy jackets. Most of the time, unwar-
ranted leaps result from making too large a claim and avoiding examples that 
might contradict it. 
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Doing 10 on 1: A Brief Example (Tiananmen square) Note how the writer of 
the following discussion of the people’s revolt in China in 1989 sets up his 
analysis. He first explains how his chosen example—a classic photograph 
(shown in Figure 4.6) from the media coverage of the event—illuminates his 
larger subject. The image is of a Chinese man in a white shirt who temporar-
ily halted a line of tanks on their way to quell a demonstration in Tiananmen 
Square in Beijing. 

The tank image provided a miniature, simplified version of a larger, more complex 
revolution. The conflict between man and tank embodied the same tension found in 
the conflict between student demonstrators and the Peoples’ Army. The man in the 
white shirt, like the students, displayed courage, defiance, and rebellious individuality 
in the face of power. Initially, the peaceful revolution succeeded: the state allowed 
the students to protest; likewise, the tank spared the man’s life. Empowered, the 
students’ demands for democracy grew louder. Likewise, the man boldly jumped 
onto the tank and addressed the soldiers. The state’s formerly unshakable dominance 
appeared weak next to the strength of the individual. However, the state asserted 
its power: the Peoples’ Army marched into the square, and the tanks roared past the 
man into Beijing.

The image appeals to American ideology. The man in the white shirt personifies the 
strength of the American individual. His rugged courage draws on contemporary 
heroes such as Rambo. His defiant gestures resemble the demonstrations of Martin 
Luther king Jr. and his followers. American history predisposes us to identify strongly 

FigurE 4.6
Tiananmen square, Beijing, 1989
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108 Chapter 4 Reasoning from Evidence to Claims

with the Chinese demonstrators: we have rebelled against the establishment, we have 
fought for freedom and democracy, and we have defended the rights of the individual. 
For example, The New York Times reported that President George [H. W.] Bush watched 
the tank incident on television and said, “I’m convinced that the forces of democracy 
are going to overcome these unfortunate events in Tiananmen Square.” Bush 
represents the popular American perspective of the Chinese rebellion; we support the 
student demonstrators. 

This analysis is a striking example of doing 10 on 1. In the first paragraph, the 
writer constructs a detailed analogy between the particular image and the larger 
subject of which it was a part. The analogy allows the writer not just to describe 
but also to interpret the event. In the second paragraph, he develops his focus 
on the image as an image, a photographic representation tailor-made to appeal 
to American viewing audiences. Rather than generalizing about why Americans 
might find the image appealing, he establishes a number of explicit connections 
(does 10 on 1) between the details of the image and typical American heroes. 
By drawing out the implications of particular details, he manages to say more 
about the significance of the American response to the demonstrations in China 
than a broader survey of those events would have allowed. 

Try This 4.2: Doing 10 on 1 with Newspaper Visuals
Search out photographs in the newspaper and do 10 on 1. Or alternatively, 
spend some time doing 10 on 1 on a comic strip. What perspectives emerge once 
you have restricted the focus? List details, and also list multiple implications. 
Remember to ask not just What do I notice? but What else do I notice? And not 
just What does it imply? but What else might it imply? 

Try This 4.3: Doing 10 on 1 with a reading
Take a piece of reading—a representative example—from something you are 
studying and do 10 on 1. Allow yourself to notice more and more about the 
evidence and make the details speak. A single, well-developed paragraph from 
something you are reading can be enough to practice on, especially because 
you are working on saying more about less, rather than less about more. 

10 on 1 and Disciplinary Conventions 
In some cases, the conventions of a discipline appear to discourage doing 10  
on 1. The social sciences, in particular, tend to require a larger set of analo-
gous examples to prove a hypothesis. Especially in certain kinds of research, 
the focus of inquiry rests on discerning broad statistical trends over a wide  
range of evidence. But some trends deserve more attention than others, and 
some statistics similarly merit more interpretation than others. The best 
writers learn to choose examples carefully— each one for a reason—and to 
concentrate on developing the most revealing ones in depth. 

For instance, proving that tax laws are prejudiced in particularly subtle 
ways against unmarried people might require a number of analogous cases 
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along with a statistical summary of the evidence. But even with a subject 
such as this, you could still concentrate on some examples more than oth-
ers. Rather than moving through each example as a separate case, you could 
use your analyses of these primary examples as lenses for investigating 
other evidence. 

Larger Organizational Schemes: Writing Papers 
Based on 1 on 10 & 10 on 1 
The goal of this chapter has been to get you to think about all the choices you 
can make in arranging evidence and claims, and in clarifying the relation 
between the two. It’s not surprising that the logical processes we’ve been 
discussing for moving between evidence and claims can be adapted into frame-
works for organizing papers. 

We’re going to start with a negative example, a form with which many 
of you will be familiar, to show what can go wrong when a writer connects 
evidence and claims in too mechanical a fashion. We will then offer some 
templates (step-by- step roadmaps) that will show you how to arrange evi-
dence and claims in a coherent fashion without sacrificing the necessary 
attention to detail and to careful qualification of ideas. 

The Problem of 5-Paragraph Form: A reductive Version of 1 on 10 
As you’ve seen, some organizational schemes have the potential to resist care-
ful thinking, as does 1 on 10, for example, when it is allowed to become a 
superficial demonstration. One version of this format is 5-paragraph form, 
an organizational scheme that we criticized in Chapter 1 as an example of the 
slot-filler mentality. 

Many of you will find the basic five-paragraph form familiar, as it is com-
monly taught in schools: 

1. An introduction that ends with a thesis listing three points (the so-
called tripartite or three-part thesis) 

2. Three body paragraphs, each supporting one of the three points 

3. A conclusion beginning “Thus, we see” or “In conclusion” that essen-
tially repeats the thesis statement as it was in paragraph one 

Here is an example in outline form: 
Introduction: The food in the school cafeteria is bad. It lacks variety, it’s 

unhealthy, and it is always overcooked. In this essay I will discuss these three 
characteristics. 

Paragraph 2: The first reason cafeteria food is bad is that there is no vari-
ety. (Plus one or two examples—no salad bar, mostly fried food, and so forth) 

Paragraph 3: Another reason cafeteria food is bad is that it is not healthy. 
(Plus a few reasons—high cholesterol, too many hot dogs, too much sugar, 
and so forth) 
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Paragraph 4: In addition, the food is always overcooked. (Plus some  
examples—the vegetables are mushy, the “mystery” meat is tough to recog-
nize, and so forth) 

Conclusion: Thus, we see . . . (Plus a restatement of the introductory 
paragraph) 

Most high school students write dozens of themes using this basic for-
mula. They are taught to use five-paragraph form because it seems to provide 
the greatest good—a certain minimal clarity—for the greatest number of stu-
dents. But the form does not promote logically tight and thoughtful writing. 
It is a meat grinder that can turn any content into sausages. 

The two major problems it typically creates are easy to see. 

1. The introduction reduces the remainder of the essay to redundancy. The 
first paragraph gives readers a list of what they’re going to hear; the 
succeeding three paragraphs tell them the same thing again in more 
detail; and the conclusion repeats what they have just been told 
repeatedly. What is the primary cause of all this redundancy? As in the 
example above, an overly general thesis (cafeteria food is “bad”) substi-
tutes a list of predictable points for a complex statement of idea. 

2. The form arbitrarily divides content: The format invites writers to list 
rather than analyze, plugging supporting examples into categories 
without examining them or how they are related. Isn’t overcooked food 
unhealthy? Isn’t a lack of variety also conceivably unhealthy? Why are 
there three points (or examples or reasons) instead of five or one?As 
is evident in the transitions (“first,” “second,” “in addition”), the form 
prompts the writer simply to append evidence to generalizations  
without saying anything about it. 

The subject of the sample essay, on the other hand, is not as unpromis-
ing as the format makes it appear. It could easily be redirected along a more 
productive pathway. (If the food is bad, what are the underlying causes of the 
problem? Are students getting what they ask for? Is the problem one of cost? 
Why or why not?) 

Now let’s look briefly at the introductory paragraph from a student’s 
essay on a more academic subject. Here we can see a remarkable feature of 
five-paragraph form—its capacity to produce the same kind of say-nothing 
prose on almost any subject. 

Throughout the film The Tempest, a version of Shakespeare’s play The Tempest, there were a 
total of seven characters. These characters were Calibano, Alonso, Antonio, Aretha, Freddy, 
the doctor, and Dolores. Each character in the film represented a person in Shakespeare’s 
play, but there were four people who were greatly similar to those in Shakespeare, and 
who played a role in symbolizing aspects of forgiveness, love, and power. 

The final sentence of the paragraph reveals the writer’s addiction to five-
paragraph form. It signals that the writer will proceed in a purely mechanical 
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and superficial way, producing a paragraph on forgiveness, a paragraph on love, 
a paragraph on power, and a conclusion stating again that the film’s characters 
resemble Shakespeare’s in these three aspects. The writer is so busy demon-
strating that the characters are concerned with forgiveness, love, and power that 
she misses the opportunity to analyze the significance of her own observations. 

Instead, readers are drawn wearily to a conclusion; they get no place 
except back where they began. Further, the demonstration mode prevents her 
from analyzing connections among the categories. The writer might consider, 
for example, how the play and the film differ in resolving the conflict between 
power and forgiveness (focusing on difference within similarity). Or she might 
complicate the relationship among her three points—for example, that the 
play only appears to be about love and forgiveness but is really about power. 

These more analytical approaches lie concealed in the writer’s introduc-
tion, but they never get discovered because the five-paragraph form militates 
against sustained analytical thinking. Its division of the subject into parts, 
which is only one part of analysis, has become an end unto itself. 

Greek mythology offers a memorable way to think about the problem 
with five-paragraph form. On his way to Athens, the hero Theseus encounters 
a particularly surly host, Procrustes, who offers wayfarers a bed for the night 
but with a catch. If they do not fit his bed exactly, he either stretches them or 
lops off their extremities until they do. This story has given us the word “pro-
crustean,” which the dictionary defines as “tending to produce conformity 
by violent or arbitrary means.” Five-paragraph form is a procrustean formula 
that most students learn in high school. Although it has the advantage of 
providing a mechanical format that will give virtually any subject the appear-
ance of order, it usually lops off a writer’s ideas before they have the chance 
to form, or it stretches a single idea to the breaking point. 

A complex idea is one that has many sides. To treat such ideas intel-
ligently, writers need a form that will not require them to cut off all of those 
sides except the one that most easily fits the bed. 

rehabilitating Five-Paragraph Form 
Here are two quick checks for whether five-paragraph form has closed down 
the thinking in a paper of yours, in which case it needs rehabilitation: 

1. Look at the paragraph openings. Do these read like a list, each begin-
ning with an additive transition like “another” followed by a more or 
less exact repetition of your central point (“another example is . . . ,” 
“yet another example is . . .”)? 

2. Compare the wording in the last statement of the paper’s thesis (in 
the conclusion) with the first statement of it in the introduction. Is the 
wording at these two locations virtually the same? 

If the answer is yes to these two questions, chances are great that you are list-
ing, rather than analyzing, the evidence. 
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What can you do to remedy the situation? As we hope you can see, the 
problems that beset 5-paragraph form have less to do with the form, itself, 
than with the underdeveloped thinking habits it allows and, perhaps, encour-
ages. There is nothing inherently wrong with partitioning, dividing a paper 
into three or more parts or phases and connecting each deductively to some 
governing claim. There is also nothing wrong with a claim that becomes, in 
effect, a road map for the paper. 

But to rehabilitate the form, you probably need to revamp the claim and 
restructure the way it connects with the evidence. The claim needs to do 
something: to lead readers to discover a meaning or see a pattern beyond the 
obvious in the data. 

As for the evidence, don’t just say repeatedly that each point or example 
or reason supports your thesis. Ask yourself, what has my thesis caused me to 
see in my evidence that might otherwise not be evident to readers? And what 
are the logical connections among the three parts or phases? 

Outline for a Viable Version of Five-Paragraph Form 
1. Write a short paragraph, half-page, typed, double spaced in which you 

say what you think is the most interesting or revealing or strange thing 
you’ve noticed about your subject. Conclude the paragraph by asking 
and answering an initial “so what?”—as in, where might this observa-
tion get us? How might we best understand it? Make sure this is not 
just a three-point list. This answer is your initial shot at a thesis. 

2. Spend three body paragraphs, the three phases or parts of the middle 
of your paper, explaining what that claim has allowed you to notice in 
your data. 

3. Make sure to explain the links among the three phases or parts. How 
does one lead to another? How do they differ despite their similarity, 
and So what? 

4. End with an ultimate “So what?” How might the things you’ve noticed 
lead to a better understanding of the subject than would otherwise 
have been possible? What are the implications of your conclusion for 
further thinking on this or related subjects? 

Pan, Track, & Zoom: “Directing” Your Paper 
The language of filmmaking offers a useful way for understanding the different 
ways that a writer can focus evidence. The writer, like the director of a film, 
controls the focus through different kinds of shots—pan, track, and zoom. This 
analogy is particularly useful for locating 10 on 1 in the context of a larger paper. 
The zoom (a close-up shot) is equivalent to a writer doing 10 on 1. The zoom is 
then located in the context of two other kinds of shots—pans and tracks. 

The pan—The camera pivots around a stable axis, giving the viewer the 
big picture. Using a pan, we see everything from a distance. Pans provide a 

Copyright 2015 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).

Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



 Larger Organizational Schemes: Writing Papers Based on 1 on 10 & 10 on 1  113

context, some larger pattern, the “forest” within which the writer can also 
examine particular “trees.” Pans establish the representativeness of the 
example the writer later examines in more detail, showing that it is not an 
isolated instance. 

The track—The camera no longer stays in one place, but follows some 
sequence of action. For example, whereas a pan might survey a room full of 
guests at a cocktail party, a track would pick up a particular guest and follow 
along as she walks across the room, picks up a photograph, proceeds through 
the door, and throws the photo in a trash can. Analogously, a writer tracks by 
moving in on selected pieces of the larger picture and following them to make 
telling connections among them. 

The zoom—The camera moves in even closer on a selected piece of the 
scene, allowing us to notice more of its details. For example, a zoom might 
focus in on the woman’s hand as she crumples the photograph she’s about 
to throw away or on her face as she slams the lid on the trash can. A writer 
zooms in by giving us more detail on a particular part of his or her evidence 
and making the details say more. The zoom is the shot that enables you to 
do 10 on 1. 

Ultimately, pan, track, and zoom express a writer’s authority—known in 
academic lingo as agency, the power to shape events. Many writers are not 
aware of their choices in how to present what they have to say; they don’t 
realize that they can see things from different distances—close up, middle 
distance, far away—and that they can cover a lot of ground swiftly, or they 
can pause to linger over one small spot. 

Pan, track, and zoom also have a lot to do with a writer’s awareness of 
audience, and what that audience needs to know. Often in the midst of a 
piece of writing, you are tracking from one tree (or point) to the next in the 
forest, but you and your reader both can forget how you got there, where 
you’ve come from, and where you’re bound. 

At that point, suddenly panning on the forest, giving the reader the 
larger picture in one shot, can help reorient everyone. This need to rein-
force the place of a particular part in terms of the larger whole (in film 
lingo, an establishing shot) is even more pronounced when a writer has 
been focused in close. After being asked to focus closely on a single issue 
or example, the reader needs to be brought back to the ongoing logical or 
narrative sequence (the what-comes-next) in order to stay on track. Just as 
in a film, the pan gives us a sense of the whole, the track gives us a sense 
of coherence and continuity, and the zoom gives us a privileged look at 
moments of greatest important and interest, enabling us to consider the 
subject in more detail. 

In a short paper (three to five pages), you might devote as much as  
90 percent of your writing to exploring what one example (the “1”—your 
zoom) reveals about the larger subject. Even in a paper that uses several 
examples, however, as much as 50 percent might still be devoted to analysis 
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of and generalization from a single case. The remaining portion of the paper 
would make connections with other examples, testing and applying the ideas 
you arrived at from your single case. In-depth analysis of your best example 
thus creates a center from which you can move in two directions: (1) toward 
generalizations about the larger subject and (2) toward other examples, using 
your primary example as a tool of exploration. 

A Template for Organizing Papers using 10 on 1 
Here is a template for writing papers using 10 on 1. It brings together much 
of the key terminology introduced in this chapter. Think of it—not as a rigid 
format—but as an outline for moving from one phase of your paper to the next. 
Unlike five-paragraph form, the template will give you room to think and to 
establish connections among your ideas. 

1. In your introduction, start by noting (panning on) an interesting pat-
tern or tendency you have found in your evidence. (As explained 
earlier in the chapter, you may find it useful to do 1 on 10 in order to 
discover the pattern.) Explain what attracted you to it—why you find it 
potentially significant and worth looking at. This paragraph would end 
with a tentative theory (working thesis) about what this pattern or ten-
dency might reveal or accomplish. 

2. Zoom in on your representative example, some smaller part of the 
larger pattern and argue for its representativeness and usefulness in 
coming to a better understanding of your subject. 

3.  Do 10 on 1. Analyze your representative example, sharing with your 
readers your observations (what you notice) and your tentative con-
clusions (answers to the So what? question). Then use complicating 
evidence to refine your claims. 

4a.  In a short paper, you might at this point move to your conclusion, with 
its qualified, refined version of your thesis and brief commentary on 
what you’ve accomplished—that is, the ways in which your analysis 
has illuminated the larger subject. 

4b.  In a longer paper, you would begin “constellating”—organizing the 
essay by exploring and elaborating the connections among your repre-
sentative examples analyzed via 10 on 1. 

When you constellate evidence, you connect the dots, so to speak, as 
do the imaginary lines we draw between stars when creating a con-
stellation in the night sky. We see the evidence coming together in a  
meaningful pattern. 

In the language of the film analogy, you would move from your initial 
zoom to another zoom on a similar case, to see the extent to which the thesis 
you evolved with your representative example needed further adjusting to 

Copyright 2015 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).

Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



 Larger Organizational Schemes: Writing Papers Based on 1 on 10 & 10 on 1  115

better reflect the nature of your subject as a whole. This last move is a pri-
mary topic of Chapter 6, Finding and Evolving a Thesis. 

Doing 10 on 1 to Find an Organizing Claim: A Student Paper 
The essay below is an exploratory draft on a film, using a single scene to gen-
erate its thinking. As you read the essay, watch how the writer uses 10 on 1. 
Notice how the writer repeatedly tests her tentative conclusions against the 
evidence until she arrives at a plausible working thesis that might organize the 
next draft. 

On the Edge: A Scene from Good-bye Lenin! 

1.  The movie shows us Alex and Lara’s first date, which is to a sort of underground 
music club where the performers wear costumes made of plastic tubing and leather, 
and play loud hard-core rock music. At first, the musicians look surreal, as though 
they are part of a strange dream from which, at any moment, Alex will awake. The 
Western rock is real, though, as are the sci-fi costumes, and the scene moves forward 
to show Alex and Lara climbing a stairway out onto what looks like a fire escape and 
then through a window and into an apartment. 

2.  Here, Alex and Lara settle down into conversation. The young couple sits, hand in 
hand, and gazes together into the night sky; yet, as the camera pans away, we see 
that the apartment where the two have retreated is missing its façade. Inside,  
three walls are still decorated, complete with furniture, wallpaper, and even working 
lamps; yet, the two sit on the ledge of the fourth wall, which has crumbled  
away completely. 

3.  [So what?:] On the surface, I think the movie invites us to read this as a visual 
representation of the new lives Alex, Lara, and the other characters face now that 
the wall has fallen. As a Westerner, at first I read this scene as a representation of 
the new relationship between Lara and Alex. In other words, I imagined the movie’s 
placement of the couple on the ledge of a domestic space as a representation 
of where their lives were going together—toward some shared domestic life, 
toward living together, toward becoming a family. I also thought this was a clever 
representation of the collapse of communism—this wall has also fallen down. 

4.  [complicating evidence:] I don’t think, however, that the movie lets us entertain 
this one romanticized reading of the scene for long—the image is too frightening. 
As the camera pans away, we see that this isn’t a new Westernized apartment; this 
is an East German flat decorated in much the same way as Alex’s home was only 
months before. The image is alarming; the wall here has been ripped down, [So 
what?:] and we are forced to ask, did the fall of communism violently blow apart 
domestic and daily living of East German people? 

5.  The movie allows us this dichotomy and, I think, fights to sustain it. On one hand, 
Alex and Lara would not be on this date if the wall hadn’t come down, and yet 
the scene is more than just another representation of East Germany torn between 
Communism and the new Westernization. [working thesis:] The movie tries 

Copyright 2015 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).

Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



116 Chapter 4 Reasoning from Evidence to Claims

hard to remind us that the rapid Westernization of East Germany devastated while 
it liberated in other ways. This scene uses space to represent Alex and Lara’s (and 
East Germany’s) dilemma: Alex and Lara gaze out at the night sky but only because 
the wall has been blown apart. The exposed apartment is uninhabitable and yet 
the lights still work, the pictures are still hung, and a young couple leans against 
one another inside. 

Notice how the writer’s doing 10 on 1 causes a main idea, a claim, to 
take shape. The writer would now evaluate this claim by asking herself how 
well it accounts for the things she has noticed. Take a look again at the Five 
Analytical Moves in Chapter 1 and the observational strategies included there. 
10 on 1 uses these strategies repeatedly: 

What do you notice? + Rank. Which observations seem the most signifi-
cant, and why? 

What repeats, what goes with what, what is opposed to what, and So 
what? (the method) 

Rank by explaining which repetition, strand, or contrast (binary) you 
think is most significant and why. The answer to this question could become 
“the 1” (a tentative theory) for organizing a paper. 

Try This 4.4: Marking Claims, Evidence, and Complications in a Draft
As a check on the range of concepts that this and the previous chapter have 
introduced, mark the student draft (“On the Edge: A Scene from Good-bye 
Lenin!”) as follows: 

 j Mark claims—assertions made about the evidence—with the letter C. Claims 
are ideas that the evidence seems to support. An example of a claim is 
in paragraph 4: “I don’t think, however, that the movie lets us entertain 
this one romanticized reading of the scene for long.” 

 j Underline evidence. The evidence is the pool of primary material 
(data)—details from the film, rather than the writer’s ideas about it. An 
example of evidence is in paragraph 2: “The young couple sits, hand in 
hand, and gazes together into the night sky; yet, as the camera pans 
away, we see that the apartment where the two have retreated is miss-
ing its façade.” This piece of evidence is the 1 of the 10 on 1. In effect, 
the whole draft goes after the range of possible implications that may 
be inferred from the image of the young couple sitting at the edge of 
an apartment that is missing one of its walls, presumably a result of 
war damage. 

 j Circle complications. Complications can be found both in the evidence 
a writer cites and in the claims a writer makes about it. Complicating 
evidence is evidence that does not fit the claims the writer has been 
making. For example, in paragraph 4: “As the camera pans away, we 
see that this isn’t a new Westernized apartment; this is an East German 
flat decorated in much the same way as Alex’s home was only months 
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before. The image is alarming; the wall here has been ripped down.” 
This evidence causes the writer to reconsider an earlier claim from 
paragraph 3 that the scene is about the couple moving “toward some 
shared domestic life, toward living together, toward becoming a family.” 

Assignments: reasoning from Evidence to Claims
1. Locate and Analyze Enthymemes. Gather a list of statements—claims 

that you either overhear, find yourself saying, or read. Treat these as 
enthymemes: reason back to and articulate the unstated assumption 
already assumed to be true upon which each claim depends. Here’s an 
example: Standardized testing is a problem because it tends to control 
what teachers can teach. 

2. Do 10 on 1 on a scene from a Film. Write a 10 on 1 analysis on a single 
scene or kind of scene from a film, using the student paper on Good-bye 
Lenin! as a model. On the basis of this analysis, write a single-sentence 
claim that could become a thesis for a longer paper on this film. 

3. revise a 1 on 10 Paper Using 10 on 1. Locate a deductively organized 
paper you have written or have in draft. Choose the single example 
that you find most interesting in the paper, and now do 10 on 1 on it to 
explore further its implications. This analysis should teach you more 
about your subject, leading you to a revised thesis. Use this revised 
thesis as a lens to revise the entire essay.

4. study a Feature Piece from a Magazine. Write an analysis of an essay 
from a magazine that specializes in analytical journalism, such as The 
New Yorker or The Atlantic Monthly. Figure out the essay’s organizational 
scheme by marking its claims and evidence and examining how the 
piece progresses among the various claims it makes. Describe this 
organizational pattern, noting for example how and when it moves 
inductively or deductively, and where it pauses to dwell in some detail 
(zoom) on a particular piece of its evidence. 

5. Write a Paper Following the Template for Organizing Papers Using 10 
on 1. Choose a topic for your paper from something you are studying 
that you are trying to think more carefully about: economic stimulus 
packages, government bailouts, intelligence tests, failed revolutions, 
successful fascist dictatorships, etc. You might select a representa-
tive passage from a story or a representative story from a volume of 
stories by a single author. You might choose a representative passage 
of several pages or perhaps a chapter from a book in one of your other 
courses. Then write a short essay, following the template. 
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CHAPTER 5 
Interpretation

Overview In this chapter we focus on the move from description to inter-
pretation and address some of the issues that interpretation typically raises. 
What makes some interpretations better than others? What makes inter-
pretations more than a matter of personal opinion? The chapter’s strategies 
include specifying an interpretive context, interpreting figurative language, 
and “seems to be about X.” The chapter concludes with a brief glossary of logical 
fallacies. 

Making Interpretations Plausible
The book has so far offered two kinds of prompts for making interpretive leaps: 
ranking (what is most important, or interesting, or revealing and why?) and 
asking “So What?” We’ve also demonstrated that the writer who can offer 
careful description of a subject’s key features is likely to arrive at conclusions 
about possible meanings that others would share. We will now add another 
necessary move: specifying and arguing for a context in which the evidence 
might be best understood—the interpretive context. 

Here are two key principles: 

 j Everything means, which is to say that everything in life calls on us to 
interpret, even when we are unaware of doing so.

 j Meaning is contextual, which is to say that meaning-making always 
occurs inside of some social or cultural or other frame of reference. 

HOW TO INTERPRET

Organize the data (do the method)
Move from observation to implication (ask so what?)
Select an appropriate interpretive context 
Determine a range of plausible interpretations
Assess the extent to which one interpretation explains the most

Your readers’ willingness to accept an interpretation is powerfully connected 
to their ability to see its plausibility—that is, how it follows from both the sup-
porting details that you have selected and the language you have used in 

Copyright 2015 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).

Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



120 Chapter 5 Interpretation

characterizing those details. An interpretive conclusion is not a fact, but a theory. 
Interpretive conclusions stand or fall not so much on whether they can be 
proved right or wrong, but on whether they are demonstrably plausible. Often 
the best that you can hope for with interpretive conclusions is not that others 
will say, “Yes, that is obviously right,” but “Yes, I can see where it might be 
possible and reasonable to think as you do.”

Meanings must be reasoned from sufficient evidence if they are to be 
judged plausible. Meanings can always be refuted by people who find fault 
with your reasoning or can cite conflicting evidence. Let’s refer back briefly 
to a hypothetical interpretation raised in Chapter 1’s discussion of Whistler’s 
Mother: that the woman in the painting who is clad in black is mourning the 
death of a loved one, perhaps a person who lived in the house represented in 
the painting on the wall. It is true that black clothes often indicate mourning. 
This is a culturally accepted sign. But with only the black dress and perhaps 
the sad facial expression (if it is sad) to go on, this “mourning theory” gets 
sidetracked from what is actually in the painting and moves into storytelling. 
Insufficient evidence would make this theory implausible. 

Now, what if another person asserted that Whistler’s mother is an alien 
astronaut, for example, her long black dress concealing a third leg? Obviously, 
this interpretation would not win wide support, and for a reason that points 
up another of the primary limits on the meaning-making process: meanings, 
to have value outside one’s own private realm of experience, have to make 
sense to other people. This is to say that the relative value of interpretive 
meanings is to some extent socially (culturally) determined. The assertion 
that Whistler’s mother is an alien astronaut is unlikely to be deemed accept-
able by enough people to give it currency. 

Although people are free to say that things mean whatever they want them 
to mean, saying doesn’t make it so. The mourning theory has more evidence 
than the alien astronaut theory, but it still relies too heavily on what is not there, 
on a narrative for which there is insufficient evidence in the painting itself. 

In experimental science, it is especially important that a writer/
researcher be able to locate his or her work in the context of other scientists 
who have achieved similar results. Isolated results and interpretations, those 
that are not corroborated by others’ research, have much less credibility. In 
this respect, the making of meaning is collaborative and communal. The col-
laborative nature of scientific and scholarly work is one of the reasons that 
writing about reading is so important in college-level writing. In order to 
interpret evidence in a way that others will find plausible, you first have to 
have some idea of what others in the field are talking about. 

Context and the Making of Meaning 
Most interpretations that people are willing to accept as plausible occur 
inside some social or cultural context. They are valid according to a given 
point of view—what the social commentator Stanley Fish has called an 
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“interpretive community.” We’ll now try to answer questions posed at the 
chapter’s opening—what makes some interpretations better than others? And 
what makes interpretations more than a matter of personal opinion? 

Regardless of how the context is arrived at, an important part of getting 
an interpretation accepted as plausible is to argue for the appropriateness of 
the interpretive context you use, not just the interpretation it takes you to. An 
interpretive context is a lens. Depending on the context you choose—preferably 
a context suggested by the evidence itself—you will see different things. 

Different interpretations will account better for some details than 
others—which is why it enriches our view of the world to try on different 
interpretations. Ultimately, you will have to decide which possible interpreta-
tion, as seen through which plausible interpretive context, best accounts for 
what you think is most important and interesting to notice about your subject. 

Consider, for example, a reading of Whistler’s Mother that a person might pro-
duce if he or she began with noticing the actual title, Arrangement in Grey and Black: 
The Artist’s Mother. From this starting point, a person might focus exclusively on 
the disposition of color and arrive at an interpretation that the painting is about 
painting (which might then explain why there is also a painting on the wall). 

The figure of the mother then would have meaning only insofar as it 
contained the two colors mentioned in the painting’s title, black and gray, 
and the painting’s representational content (the aspects of life that it shows 
us) would be assigned less importance. This is a promising and plausible idea 
for an interpretation. It makes use of different details from previous interpre-
tations that we’ve suggested, but it would also address some of the details 
already targeted (the dress, the curtain) from an entirely different context. 

To generalize: two equally plausible interpretations can be made of the same 
thing. It is not the case that our first reading (in Chapter 1), focusing on the profile 
view of the mother and suggesting the painting’s concern with mysterious separ-
ateness, is right, whereas the painting-about-painting (or aesthetic) view, building 
from the clue in the title, is wrong. They operate within different contexts. 

Specifying an Interpretive Context: A Brief Example 
Notice how in the following analysis the student writer’s interpretation relies on 
his choice of a particular interpretive context, post-World War II Japan. Had he 
selected another context, he might have arrived at different conclusions about 
the same details. Notice also how the writer perceives a pattern in the details 
and queries his own observations (“So what?”) to arrive at an interpretation. 

The series entitled “Kamaitachi” is a journal of the photographer Hosoe’s desolate 
childhood and wartime evacuation in the Tokyo countryside. He returns years later to 
the areas where he grew up, a stranger to his native land, perhaps likening himself to 
the legendary Kamaitachi, an invisible sickle-toothed weasel, intertwined with the soil 
and its unrealized fertility. “Kamaitachi #8” (1956), a platinum palladium print, stands 
alone to best capture Hosoe’s alienation from and troubled expectation of the future of 
Japan. [Here the writer chooses the photographer’s life as his interpretive context.]
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The image is that of a tall fence of stark horizontal and vertical rough wood lashed 
together, looming above the barren rice fields. Straddling the fence, half-crouched 
and half-clinging, is a solitary male figure, gazing in profile to the horizon. Oblivious 
to the sky above of dark and churning thunderclouds, the figure instead focuses his 
attentions and concentrations elsewhere. [The writer selects and describes significant detail.]

It is exactly this elsewhere that makes the image successful, for in studying the man 
we are to turn our attention in the direction of the figure’s gaze and away from the 
photograph itself. He hangs curiously between heaven and earth, suspended on a 
makeshift man-made structure, in a purgatorial limbo awaiting the future. He waits 
with anticipation—perhaps dread?—for a time that has not yet come; he is directed 
away from the present, and it is this sensitivity to time which sets this print apart from 
the others in the series. One could argue that in effect this man, clothed in common 
garb, has become Japan itself, indicative of the post-war uncertainty of a country 
once-dominant and now destroyed. What will the future (dark storm clouds) hold for 
this newly humbled nation? [Here the writer notices a pattern of in-between-ness and locates it 
in an historical context in order to make his interpretive leap.] 

Remember that regardless of the subject you select for your analysis, you 
should directly address not just “What does this say?” but also, as this writer 
has done, “What are we invited to make of it, and in what context?” 

Intention as an Interpretive Context 
An interpretive context that frequently creates problems in analysis is inten-
tion. People relying on authorial intention as their interpretive context typically 
assert that the author—not the work itself—is the ultimate and correct source 
of interpretations. 

Look at the drawing titled The Dancers in Figure 5.1. What follows is the 
artist’s statement about how the drawing came about and what it came to 
mean to her. 

FIgurE 5.1 
The Dancers by Sarah Kersh
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This piece was created completely unintentionally. I poured some ink onto paper and 
blew on it through a straw. The ink took the form of what looked like little people in 
movement. I recopied the figures I liked, touched up the rough edges, and ended 
with this gathering of fairy-like creatures. I love how in art something abstract can so 
suddenly become recognizable.

In this case, interestingly, the artist initially had no intentions beyond 
experimenting with materials. As the work evolved, she began to arrive at her 
own interpretation of what the drawing might suggest. Most viewers would 
probably find the artist’s interpretation plausible, but this is not to say that 
the artist must have the last word and that it is somehow an infraction for 
others to produce alternative interpretations. 

Suppose the artist had stopped with her first two sentences. Even this 
explicit statement of her lack of intention would not prohibit people from 
interpreting the drawing in some of the ways that she later goes on to sug-
gest. The artist’s initial absence of a plan doesn’t require viewers to interpret 
The Dancers as only ink on paper. 

Whenever an intention is ascribed to a person or an act or a product, this 
intention contributes significantly to meaning; but the intention, whatever its 
source, does not outrank or exclude other interpretations. It is simply another 
context for understanding. 

Here is another example. In the early 1960s, a popular domestic sitcom 
entitled Leave It to Beaver portrayed the mother, June Cleaver, usually impec-
cably dressed in heels, dress, and pearls, doing little other than dusting the 
mantelpiece and making tuna fish sandwiches for her sons. Is the show then 
intentionally implying that the proper role for women is that of domestic 
helper? Well, in the context of post-women’s movement thinking, the show’s 
representation of Mrs. Cleaver might plausibly be read this way, but not as a 
matter of intention. To conclude that Leave It to Beaver promoted a particular 
stereotype about women does not mean that the writers got together every 
week and thought out ways to do so. 

It is interesting and useful to try to determine from something you are 
analyzing what its makers might have intended. But, by and large, you are 
best off concentrating on what the thing itself communicates as opposed to 
what someone might have wanted it to communicate. 

What Is and Isn’t “Meant” to Be Analyzed 
What about analyzing things that were not intended to “mean” anything, like 
entertainment films and everyday things like blue jeans and shopping malls? 
Some people believe that it is wrong to bring out unintended implications. Let’s 
take another example: Barbie dolls. These are just toys intended for young girls, 
people might say. Clearly, the intention of Mattel, the makers of Barbie, is to 
make money by entertaining children. Does that mean Barbie must remain 
outside of interpretive scrutiny for such things as her built-in earrings and 
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high-heeled feet? What the makers of a particular product or idea intend is 
only a part of what that product or idea communicates. 

The urge to cordon off certain subjects from analysis on the grounds 
that they weren’t meant to be analyzed unnecessarily excludes a wealth of 
information—and meaning—from your range of vision. It is right to be careful 
about the interpretive contexts we bring to our experience. It is less right—
less useful—to confine our choice of context in a too literal-minded way to a 
single category. To some people, baseball is only a game and clothing is only 
there to protect us from the elements. 

What such people don’t want to admit is that things communicate 
meaning to others whether we wish them to or not, which is to say that the 
meanings of most things are socially determined. What, for example, does the 
choice of wearing a baseball cap to a staff meeting or to a class “say”? Note, by 
the way, that a communicative gesture such as the wearing of a hat need not 
be premeditated to communicate something to other people. The hat is still 
“there” and available to be “read” by others as a sign of certain attitudes and 
a culturally defined sense of identity—with or without intention. 

Baseball caps, for example, carry different associations from berets or 
wool caps because they come from different social contexts. Baseball caps 
convey a set of attitudes associated with the piece of American culture they 
come from. They suggest, for example, popular rather than high culture, 
casual rather than formal, young—perhaps defiantly so, especially if worn 
backward—rather than old, and so on. 

We can, of course, protest that the “real” reason for turning our baseball 
cap backward is to allow more light in, making it easier to see than when 
the bill of the cap shields our faces. This practical rationale makes sense, but 
it does not explain away the social statement that the hat and a particular 
way of wearing it might make, whether or not this statement is intentional. 
Because meaning is, to a significant extent, socially determined, we can’t 
entirely control what our clothing, our manners, our language, or even our 
way of walking communicates to others. 

The social contexts that make gestures like our choice of hats carry 
particular meanings are always shifting, but some such context is always 
present. As we asserted at the beginning of this chapter, everything means, 
and meaning is always contextual. 

Avoiding the Extremes: Neither “Fortune Cookie” 
nor “Anything goes” 
Two of the most common missteps in producing an interpretation are the 
desire for a single, right answer and, at the opposite extreme, the conviction 
that all explanations are equally acceptable (or equally lame!). The first of these 
we call the Fortune Cookie School of Interpretation, and the latter we label the 
Anything Goes School. 
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The Fortune Cookie School of Interpretation 
Proponents of the Fortune Cookie School believe that if a person can only 
“crack” the thing correctly—the subject, the problem—it will yield an extract-
able and self-contained “message.” There are several problems with this 
conception of the interpretive process. 

First, the assumption that things have single hidden meanings interferes 
with open-minded and dispassionate observation. Adherents of the Fortune 
Cookie School look solely for clues pointing to the hidden message and, hav-
ing found these clues, discard the rest, like the cookie in a Chinese restaurant 
once the fortune has been extracted. The fortune cookie approach forecloses 
on the possibility of multiple plausible meanings, each within its own context. 
When you assume that there is only one right answer, you are also assuming 
that there is only one proper context for understanding and, by extension, 
that anybody who happens to select a different starting point or context and 
who thus arrives at a different answer is necessarily wrong. 

Most of the time, practitioners of the fortune cookie approach aren’t even 
aware that they are assuming the correctness of a single context, because 
they don’t realize a fundamental truth about interpretations: they are always 
limited by contexts. In other words, we are suggesting that claims to univer-
sal truths are problematic. Things don’t just mean in some simple and clear 
way for all people in all situations; they always mean within a network of 
beliefs, from a particular point of view. The person who claims to have access 
to some universal truth, beyond context and point of view, is either naïve 
(unaware) or, worse, a bully—insisting that his or her view of the world is 
obviously correct and must be accepted by everyone. 

The “Anything goes” School of Interpretation 
At the opposite extreme from the Fortune Cookie School lies the completely 
relativist Anything Goes School. The problem with the anything goes approach 
is that it tends to assume that all interpretations are equally viable, and that 
meanings are simply a matter of individual choice, regardless of evidence or 
plausibility. Put another way, it overextends the creative aspect of interpreta-
tion to absurdity, arriving at the position that you can see in a subject whatever 
you want to see. But such unqualified relativism is not logical. It is simply not 
the case that meaning is entirely up to the individual; some readings are clearly 
better than others. The better interpretations have more evidence and rational 
explanation of how the evidence supports the interpretive claims—qualities 
that make these meanings more public and negotiable. 

Implications Versus Hidden Meanings 
While some people search for a single right answer and dismiss the rest, 
others dismiss the interpretive project altogether. Those who adopt this 
latter stance are excessively literal minded; they see any venture into inter-
pretation as a benighted quest to impose “hidden meanings” on the reader. 
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The phrase itself, “hidden meaning,” carries implications. It suggests that 
meanings exist in places other than the literal words on the page: they are to 
be found either “under” or “between” the lines of text. 

Another phrase with which they disparage the interpretive process is 
“reading between the lines,” suggesting that we have to look for meanings 
elsewhere than in the lines of text themselves. At its most skeptical, the 
phrase “reading between the lines” means that an interpretation has come 
from nothing at all, from the white space between the lines, and therefore has 
been imposed on the material by the interpreter. 

Neither of these positions is a wholly unreasonable response because 
each recognizes that meanings are not always overt. But responding with 
these phrases misrepresents the process of interpretation. To understand 
why, let’s spell out some of the assumptions that underlie these phrases. 

The charge that the meaning is hidden can imply for some people an act of 
conspiracy on the part of either an author, who chooses to deliberately obscure 
his or her meaning, or on the part of readers, who conspire to “find” things lurk-
ing below the surface that other readers don’t know about and are unable to 
see. A further assumption is that people probably know what they mean most 
of the time but, for some perverse reason, are unwilling to come out and say so. 

Proponents of these views of analysis are, in effect, committing them-
selves to the position that everything in life means what it says and says what 
it means. It is probably safe to assume that most writers try to write what 
they mean and mean what they say. That is, they try to control the range of 
possible interpretations that their words could give rise to, but there is always 
more going on in a piece of writing (as in our everyday conversation) than can 
easily be pinned down and controlled. It is, in fact, an inherent property of 
language that it always means more than, and thus other than, it says. 

It is also true that a large part of human communication takes place indi-
rectly. A good example of this is metaphor, to which we now turn. 

Figurative Logic: reasoning with Metaphors 
Metaphor, it has been said, is one of the few uses of language in which it is okay 
to say one thing and mean another. It is, in other words, a way of communi-
cating things via association and implication rather than direct statement. 
If metaphors were to be found only in poems, as some people assume, then 
interpreting them would be a specialized skill with narrow application. But, in 
fact, metaphors are deeply engrained in the language we use every day, which 
becomes evident as soon as we take the time to notice them. 

George Lakoff, Professor of Linguistics and Cognitive Science, and English 
Professor, Mark Turner, among others, have demonstrated that metaphors 
are built into the way we think. (See Lakoff and Turner’s book, More than Cool 
Reason, a Field Guide to Poetic Metaphor, University of Chicago Press, 1989.) As 
such, metaphors routinely constitute our assumptions about the world and 
our place in it. Life, for example, is a journey. To become successful you climb 
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a ladder. Being up is a good thing. To be down is to be unhappy (or blue). 
These are all metaphors. 

If we accept their implicit arguments in an unexamined way, metaphors 
can call the shots in our lives more than we should allow them to. For exam-
ple, if you believe that success involves climbing a ladder, you will be more 
likely to feel compelled to constantly climb higher than others in an organiza-
tion rather than take a chance on a horizontal move that might lead you to 
something more personally rewarding (and in that respect, more successful). 
And if you have absorbed from the culture the idea that life is a race, then you 
will be worried about not moving fast enough and not competing effectively 
with others, as opposed to collaborating or doing something different that 
most others are not doing, perhaps something with no obvious prize attached. 

THE LOGIC OF METAPHOR

 j Metaphors pervade our ways of thinking

 j Metaphor is a way of thinking by analogy

 j The logic of metaphors is implicit

 j The implicit logic of metaphors can be made explicit by scrutinizing 
the language

 j We can recast figurative language to see and evaluate its arguments

The fact that metaphors require interpretation—as do most uses of 
language—does not take away from the fact that metaphors are a way of 
thinking. Being able to articulate the implicit arguments embodied in  
metaphors—making their meanings explicit so that they can be opened to 
discussion with others—is an important skill to acquire. 

Although figurative logic does not operate in the same way as claims-
based (propositional) logic, it nevertheless produces arguments, the reasoning 
of which can be analyzed and evaluated systematically. Let’s start with a defi-
nition. Metaphors and similes work by analogy—a type of comparison that 
often finds similarities between things that are otherwise unlike. 

Consider the simile “My love is like a red red rose.” A simile, identifiable 
by its use of the words “like” or “as,” operates like a metaphor except that 
both sides of the analogy are explicitly stated. The subject of the simile, love, 
is called the tenor; the comparative term brought in to think about love, rose, 
is called the vehicle. 

In metaphors, the thought connection between the vehicle (rose) and the 
tenor (my love) is left unstated. But for our purposes, the clearer and more 
explicit simile will do. It is the nature of the resemblance between the speak-
er’s love and roses that we are invited to infer. 

Here is where the process of interpreting figurative language becomes 
systematic. The first step in interpreting this simile is to list the characteris-
tics of the vehicle, red roses—especially red red (very red) roses—that might 
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128 Chapter 5 Interpretation

be relevant in this piece of thinking by analogy. Most people find roses to be 
beautiful. Most people associate red with passion. In fact, science can now 
measure the body’s response to different colors. Red produces excitement. 
Red can even make the pulse rate go up. Roses are also complicated flowers. 
Their shape is convoluted. Roses are thought of as female. Rose petals are 
fragile. Many roses have thorns. So, the simile is actually a piece of thinking 
about love and about women. 

It is not a very deep piece of thinking, and probably many women would 
prefer that the thorn part not be made too prominent. In fact, a reader 
would have to decide in the context of other language in the poem whether 
thorniness, as a characteristic of some roses, is significant and ought to be 
considered. The point is that the simile does make an argument about women 
that could be stated overtly, analyzed and evaluated. The implication that 
women, like roses, might have thorns—and thus be hard to “pick,” defending 
them from male intruders, etc.—is part of the argument. 

Figure 5.2 represents the procedure for exploring the logic of metaphor. 

FIgurE 5.2 
Interpreting Figurative Language

1 Isolate the vehicle—the language in the metaphor that states one side of the analogy.

2
Articulate the characteristics of the vehicle, its defining  
traits.

3
Select the characteristics of the vehicle that seem most significant  
in context.

4
Make interpretive leaps to what the metaphor communicates. Use significant characteristics 
of the vehicle to prompt these leaps.

Notice how, in the rose example, our recasting of the original simile has 
made explicit the implicit meanings suggested by the figurative language. 
This recasting is a useful act of thinking, one that makes evident the thought 
process that a metaphor sets in motion. 

What such recasting reveals is not only that metaphors do, in fact, make 
claims, but that they are remarkably efficient at doing so. A metaphor can 
say a lot in a little by compressing a complex amalgam of thought and feeling 
into a single image. 

TRy THIS 5.1: Uncovering the Logic of Figurative Language
Uncover the figurative logic in the following statements by making what 
is implicit explicit in each. Follow the Steps for Interpreting Figurative 
Language. 

 j Conscience is a man’s compass. Vincent Van Gogh

 j All religions, arts and sciences are branches of the same tree. Albert 
Einstein
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 j All the world’s a stage, and all the men and women merely players. 
They have their exits and their entrances. William Shakespeare

 j America has tossed its cap over the wall of space. John F. Kennedy

 j I am the good shepherd, … and I lay down my life for the sheep. The 
Bible, John 10:14–15 

TRy THIS 5.2: Analyzing the Figurative Language of Politics
Figurative language is especially pervasive in politics. Go online and find some 
examples of arguments between Democrats and Republicans being carried 
out through metaphors and similes. You can find, for example, short articles 
on Obama’s favorite metaphors and Republican attempts to reconfigure these 
for their own ends. Here is an example of Obama speaking about the midterm 
elections in September 2010: 

They drove our economy into a ditch. And we got in there and put on our boots and 
we pushed and we shoved, and we were sweatin’. And these guys were standing, 
watching us, and sipping on a Slurpee… . And then when we finally got the car up—
and it’s got a few dings and a few dents, it’s got some mud on it, we’re going to have to 
do some work on it … they got the nerve to ask for the keys back! 

Unpack the logic of your examples, and write a paragraph or two on why 
you think a particular strand of figurative language has become prominent at 
this time. 

SeemS to Be ABout X, But Could AlSo Be  
(or IS “reAlly”) ABout y
When people begin to interpret something, they usually find that less obvious 
meanings are cloaked by more obvious ones, and so they are distracted from 
seeing them. In most cases, the less obvious and possibly unintended mean-
ings are more telling and more interesting than the obvious ones they have 
been conditioned to see. 

The person who is doing the interpreting too often stops with the first 
“answer” that springs to mind as he or she moves from observation to impli-
cation, often landing upon a cliché. If this first response becomes the X, then 
the writer is prompted to come up with other, probably less commonplace 
interpretations, as the Y. (See Figure 5.3.) 

This prompt is based on the conviction that understandings are rarely 
simple and overt. Completing the formula by supplying key terms for X and Y, 
writers get practice in making the implicit explicit and accepting the existence 
of multiple plausible meanings for something. seems to be about X is especially 
useful when considering the rhetoric of a piece: its complex and various ways 
of targeting and appealing to an audience. It’s also useful for “reading against 
the grain”—seeking out what something is about that it probably does not 
know it’s about. 
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130 Chapter 5 Interpretation

Note: Don’t be misled by our use of the word really in this heuristic into 
thinking that there should be some single, hidden, right answer. The aim is to 
prompt you to think recursively—to come up with a range of possible landing 
sites for your interpretive leap  rather than just one. 

SeemS to Be ABout X . . .: An Example 
A classic and highly successful television ad campaign for Nike Freestyle shoes 
contains sixty seconds of famous basketball players dribbling and passing 
and otherwise handling the ball in dexterous ways to the accompaniment 
of court noises and hip-hop music. The ad seems to be about X (basketball or 
shoes) but could also be about Y. Once you’ve made this assertion, a rapid-fire 
(brainstormed) list might follow in which you keep filling in the blanks (X and 
Y) with different possibilities. Alternatively, you might find that filling in the 
blanks (X and Y) leads to a more sustained exploration of a single point. This is 
your eventual goal, but doing a little brainstorming first would keep you from 
shutting down the interpretive process too soon. 

Here is one version of a rapid-fire list, any item of which might be 
expanded: 

Seems to be about basketball but is “really” about dance.
Seems to be about selling shoes but is “really” about artistry.
Seems to be about artistry but is “really” about selling shoes.
Seems to be about basketball but is “really” about race.
Seems to be about basketball but is “really” about the greater acceptance 

of black culture in American media and society.
Seems to be about individual expertise but is “really” about working as a 

group. 

Here is one version of a more sustained exploration of a single seems to be 
about x statement. 

The Nike Freestyle commercial seems to be about basketball but is really about the 
greater acceptance of black culture in American media. Of course it is a shoe commercial 
and so aims to sell a product, but the same could be said about any commercial.

FIgurE 5.3 
Doing “seems to be about x, but CoulD also be (or Is “really”) about y”

1 Start the interpretive process by filling in the blank (the X) in the statement “This subject 
seems to be about X.” X should be an interpretive leap, not just a summary or description.

2
Pose another interpretive possibility by finishing the sentence, “but it could also be (or is 
really) about Y.” 

3
Repeat this process a number of times to provoke new interpretive leaps. In effect, you are 
brainstorming alternative explanations for the same phenomenon. 

4
Choose what you think is the best formulation for Y and write a paragraph or more explain-
ing your choice. 
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What makes the Nike commercial distinctive is its seeming embrace of African-
American culture. The hip-hop sound track, for example, which coincides with 
the rhythmic dribbling of the basketball, places music and sport on a par, 
and the dexterity with which the players (actual NBA stars) move with the 
ball—moonwalking, doing 360s on it, balancing it on their fingers, heads, and 
backs—is nothing short of dance.

The intrinsic cool of the commercial suggests that Nike is targeting an audience of 
basketball lovers, not just African-Americans. If I am right, then it is selling blackness to 
white as well as black audiences. Of course, the idea that blacks are cooler than whites 
goes back at least as far as the early days of jazz and might be seen as its own strange 
form of prejudice. 

TRy THIS 5.3: Apply the Formula seems to be about x, but CoulD also be  
(or Is “really”) about y
Try it as the first sentence of an in-class writing or as a way of drafting an essay 
or to lead off a paragraph of writing to prepare for class discussion. The formula 
is helpful for revision as well. 

Making an Interpretation: The Example  
of a New Yorker Cover 
A major point of this section is that interpretive contexts are suggested by the 
material you are studying; they aren’t simply imposed. Explaining why you 
think a subject should be seen through a particular interpretive “lens” is an 
important part of making interpretations reasonable and plausible. Our discus-
sion illustrates a writer’s decision-making process in choosing an interpretive 
context, and how, once that context has been selected, the writer goes about 
analyzing evidence to test as well as support the usefulness of that context. 

The example upon which we are focusing is a visual image, a cover from 
The New Yorker magazine (See Figure 5.4). The cover is by Ian Falconer and is 
entitled “The Competition”; it appeared on the October 9, 2000 issue. 

Producing a close description of anything you are analyzing is one of the 
best ways to begin because the act of describing causes you to notice more and 
triggers analytical thinking. Here is our description of the New Yorker cover. 

Description of a New Yorker Cover, dated October 9, 2000
The picture contains four women, visible from the waist up, standing in a row 
in semi-profile, staring out at some audience other than us, since their eyes 
look off to the side. All four gaze in the same direction. Each woman is dressed 
in a bathing suit and wears a banner draped over one shoulder in the manner 
of those worn in the swimsuit competition at beauty pageants. Three of the 
women are virtually identical. The banners worn by these three women show 
the letters gia, rnia, and rida, the remainder of the letters being cut off by the 
other women’s shoulders, so that we have to fill in the missing letters to see 
which state each woman represents. 
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FIgurE 5.4
“The Competition” by Ian Falconer
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The fourth woman, who stands third from the left in line, tucked in among 
the others who look very much alike, wears a banner reading YoRK. This woman’s 
appearance is different in just about every respect from the other three. Whereas 
they are blonde with long flowing hair, she is dark with her hair up in a tight 
bun. Whereas their mouths are wide open, revealing a wall of very white teeth, 
her mouth is closed, lips drawn together. Whereas their eyes are wide open and 
staring, hers, like her mouth, are nearly closed, under deeply arched eyebrows. 

The dark woman’s lips and eyes and hair are dark. She wears dark eye 
makeup and has a pronounced dark beauty mark on her cheek. Whereas the 
other three women’s cheeks are high and round, hers are sharply angular. 
The three blonde women wear one-piece bathing suits in a nondescript gray 
color. The dark-haired woman, whose skin stands out in stark contrast to her 
hair, wears a two-piece bathing suit, exposing her midriff. Like her face, the 
dark-haired woman’s breast, sticking out in half profile in her bathing suit, is 
pointed and angular. The other three women’s breasts are round and quietly 
contained in their high-necked gray bathing suits. 

using the method to Identify Patterns of repetition and Contrast 
As we discussed in Chapter 1, looking for patterns of repetition and contrast 
(aka the method) is one of your best means of getting at the essential character 
of a subject. It will prevent you from generalizing, instead involving you in 
hands-on engagement with the details of your evidence. Step 1, looking for 
things that repeat exactly, tends to suggest items for step 2, repetition of the 
same or similar kinds of words or details (strands), and step 2 leads naturally 
to step 3, looking for binary oppositions and organizing contrasts. 

Here are our partial lists of exact repetitions and strands and binary oppo-
sitions in The New Yorker cover: 

Some Details that Repeat Exactly
Large, wide open, round eyes (3 pairs)
Long, blonde, face-framing hair (3)
Small, straight eyebrows (3 pairs)
Wide-open (smiling?) mouths with expanses of white teeth (3)

(but individual teeth not indicated)
banners (4) but each with different lettering
round breasts (3)
states that end in a (3)

Some Strands (groups of the same or similar kinds of details)

Lots of loose and flowing blonde hair/large, fully open, round eyes/large, 
open, rather round (curved) mouths:

Connecting logic = open, round
Skin uniformly shaded on three of the figures/minimal color and shading 

contrasts/mouths full of teeth, but just a mass of white without indi-
vidual teeth showing:

Connecting logic = homogenous, undifferentiated, indistinct
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Binary Oppositions

Blonde hair/black hair
Open mouths/closed mouth 
Straight eyebrows/slanted (arched) eyebrows
Round breasts/pointed breasts
Covered midriff/uncovered midriff 

Notice that we have tried hard to stick with “the facts” here—concrete details in 
the picture. If we were to try, for example, to name the expression on the three 
blonde women’s faces and the one on the black-haired woman (expression-
less versus knowing? vapid versus shrewd? trusting versus suspicious? and so 
on), we would move from data gathering—direct observation of detail—into 
interpretation. The longer you delay interpretation in favor of noticing pat-
terns of like and unlike detail, the more thoughtful and better grounded your 
eventual interpretation will be. 

Anomalies 

Miss New York

Pushing Observations to Conclusions: Selecting 
an Interpretive Context 
As we have argued throughout this chapter, the move from observations to 
conclusions depends on context. You would, for example, come up with differ-
ent ideas about the significance of particular patterns of detail in The New Yorker 
cover if you were analyzing them in the context of the history of New Yorker 
cover art than you might if your interpretive context was other art done by Ian 
Falconer, the cover’s artist. Both of these possibilities suggest themselves, the 
first by the fact that the title of the magazine, The New Yorker, stands above the 
women’s heads, and the second by the fact that the artist’s last name, Falconer, 
runs across two of the women. 

What other interpretive contexts might one plausibly and fairly choose, 
based on what the cover itself offers us? Consider the cover’s date—October 
9, 2000. Some quick research into what was going on in the country in the 
early fall of 2000 might provide some clues about how to read the cover in a 
historical context. November 2000 was the month of a presidential election. 
At the time the cover was published, the long round of presidential primaries, 
with presidential hopefuls courting various key states for their votes, had 
ended, but the last month of campaigning by the presidential nominees—Al 
Gore and George W. Bush—was in full swing. 

You might wish to consider whether and how the cover speaks to the coun-
try’s political climate during the Gore/Bush competition for the presidency. The 
banners and the bathing suits and the fact that the women stand in a line staring 
out at some implied audience of viewers, perhaps judges, reminds us that the 
picture’s narrative context is a beauty pageant, a competition in which women 
representing each of the states compete to be chosen the most beautiful of them 
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all. Choosing to consider the cover in the context of the presidential campaign 
would be reasonable; you would not have to think you were imposing a context 
on the picture in an arbitrary and ungrounded way. Additionally, the Table of 
Contents identifies the title of Falconer’s drawing as “The Competition.” 

Clearly, there is other information on the cover that might allow you 
to interpret the picture in some kind of political and/or more broadly cul-
tural context. A significant binary opposition is New York versus Georgia, 
California, and Florida. The three states having names ending in the same let-
ter are represented by look-alike, virtually identical blondes. The anomalous 
state, New York, is represented by a woman, who, despite standing in line 
with the others, is about as different from them as a figure could be. So what 
that the woman representing New York looks so unlike the women from the 
other states? And why those states? 

If you continued to pursue this interpretive context, you might want 
more information. Which presidential candidate won the primary in each 
of the states pictured? How were each of these states expected to vote in 
the election in November? Since timing would matter in the case of a topical 
interpretive context, it would also be interesting to know when the cover art 
was actually produced and when the magazine accepted it. If possible, you 
could also try to discover whether other of the cover artist’s work was in a 
similar vein. (He has a website.) 

Arriving at an Interpretive Conclusion: Making Choices 
As we have been arguing, the picture will “mean” differently, depending on 
whether we understand it in terms of American presidential politics in the year 
2000 or in terms of American identity politics at the same point—specifically 
attitudes of and about New Yorkers. 

Let’s try on one final interpretive context, and then see which of the 
various contexts (lenses) through which we have viewed the cover produces 
the most credible interpretation, the one that seems to best account for the 
patterns of detail in the evidence. We will try to push our own interpretive 
process to a choice by selecting one interpretive context as the most reveal-
ing: The New Yorker magazine itself. 

In this context, the dark-haired figure wearing the New York banner 
stands, in a sense, for the magazine or, at least, for a potential reader—a rep-
resentative New Yorker. What, then, does the cover “say” to and about New 
Yorkers and to and about the magazine and its readers? 

So what that the woman representing New York is dark when the other 
women are light, is closed (narrowed eyes, closed mouth, hair tightly pulled 
up and back) when the others are open (wide-open eyes and mouths, loosely 
flowing hair), is pointed and angular when the others are round, sports a 
bared midriff when the others are covered? 

As with our earlier attempt to interpret the cover in the context of the 
2000 presidential campaign, interpreting it in the context of other New Yorker 
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covers would require a little research. How do New Yorker covers character-
istically represent New Yorkers? What might you discover by looking for 
patterns of repetition and contrast in a set of New Yorker covers rather than 
just this one? 

The covers are all online. A cursory review of them would make evident 
the magazine’s fondness for simultaneously sending up and embracing the 
stereotype of New Yorkers as sophisticated, cultured, and cosmopolitan. How 
does the cover read in the context, for example, of various jokes about how 
New Yorkers think of themselves relative to the rest of the country, such as 
the cover depicting the United States as two large coastlines, east and west, 
connected by an almost nonexistent middle? 

Armed with the knowledge that the covers are not only characteristically 
laughing at the rest of the country but also at New Yorkers themselves, you 
might begin to make explicit what is implicit in the cover. 

Here are some attempts at making the details of the cover speak. Is the 
cover in some way a “dumb blonde” joke in which the dark woman with the 
pronounced beauty mark and calculating gaze participates in but also sets 
herself apart from some kind of national beauty contest? Are we being invited 
(intentionally or not) to invert the conventional value hierarchy of dark and 
light so that the dark woman—the sort that gets represented as the evil step-
mother in fairy tales such as “Snow White”—becomes “the fairest of them 
all,” and nobody’s fool? 

Let’s end this sample analysis and interpretation with two possibilities—
somewhat opposed to each other, but both plausible, at least to certain audiences 
(East and West Coast Americans, and readers of The New Yorker). At its most seri-
ous, The New Yorker cover may speak to American history in which New York 
has been the point of entry for generations of immigrants, the “dark” (literally 
and figuratively) in the face of America’s blonde northern European legacy. 

Within the context of other New Yorker covers, however, we might find 
ourselves wishing to leaven this dark reading with comic overtones—that the 
magazine is also admitting, yes America, we do think that we’re cooler and 
more individual and less plastic than the rest of you, but we also know that 
we shouldn’t be so smug about it. 

Making the Interpretation Plausible 
What makes an interpretation plausible? Your audience might choose not to 
accept your interpretation for a number of reasons. They might, for example, be 
New Yorkers and, further, inclined to think that New Yorkers are cool and that 
this is what the picture “says.” They might be from one of the states depicted on 
the cover in terms of look-alike blondes and, further, inclined to think that New 
Yorkers are full of themselves and forever portraying the rest of the country as 
shallowly conformist and uncultured. 

But none of these personal influences ultimately matters. What mat-
ters is that you share your data, show your reasons for believing that it 
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means what you say it means, and do this well enough for a reader to 
find your interpretation reasonable (whether he or she actually believes 
it or not). 

Making Interpretations Plausible  
Across the Curriculum 
As we note at various points in this book, the practices governing data-gath-
ering, analysis, and interpretation differ as you move from one academic 
division to another. In the humanities, the data to be analyzed are usually 
textual—visual or verbal details. In the social sciences, data are sometimes 
textual, as would be the case, for example, if you were analyzing the history of 
a particular political theory or practice, such as free speech. But much analyti-
cal thinking in the social sciences and the natural sciences involves arriving 
at plausible conclusions about the significance of quantitative (numerical) 
and experimental data. This book’s primary interpretive prompt, “So what?” 
(where do these research data get me, and why does this data set mean what 
I say it means?), still applies in the sciences, though the interpretive leaps are 
typically worded differently. 

Interpretation in the natural and social sciences considers the extent 
to which data either confirm or fail to confirm the expectations defined 
in a hypothesis, which is a theory the writer proposes in response to a 
research question. In the remainder of this section, we will look briefly 
at procedures for interpreting evidence in the sciences. As you will see, 
the guidelines that direct interpretation across the curriculum are simi-
lar. The emphases on careful description of evidence and on arguing for 
the appropriateness of a particular interpretive context are common to all 
three academic divisions. 

Interpreting Statistical Data 
Statistics are a primary tool—a virtual language—for those writing in the natu-
ral, and especially the social, sciences. Depending on how they are used, they 
can have the advantage of greater objectivity, and, in the social sciences, of 
offering a broad view of a subject. Remember, though, that like other forms 
of evidence, statistics do not speak for themselves; their significance must be 
overtly interpreted. It should never simply be assumed that statistics are valid 
representations of the reality they purport to measure. 

When writers seek to interpret numerical data, they must decide the 
extent to which the data confirm or fail to confirm an expectation defined in 
the study’s hypothesis. In order to make a case for their interpretation, writ-
ers need to demonstrate the appropriateness and relevance of their chosen 
context, including their reasons for choosing one possible interpretive con-
text over another. 

Here is a brief example of statistical analysis from a political science 
course on Public Opinion Research. The study uses a data set generated to 
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test the hypothesis that “Republican defectors who have been members of the 
party for over 11 years are less likely to change party affiliation to Democrat 
because of the Republican Party’s policies than Republican defectors reg-
istered with the party for under 10 years.” Note how the writer integrates 
quantitative data into her discussion of the findings, a move characteristic of 
interpretation in the social sciences, and how she establishes the context in 
which this data might be best understood. 

The data suggest that long-standing Republican party members are less likely to switch 
party affiliation than party members registered for under 10 years. However, the data 
also reveal something else: that the longer a Republican defector was a member of the 
Republican Party, the more likely that person was to switch party affiliation to Democrat 
because of the Republican Party’s policies as opposed to changes in his or her own belief 
system. For example, 35% of Republican defectors who had been members of the party 
for 1–5 years agreed with the statement “the Republican Party’s policies led me to leave 
the party,” while 35% said it was due to changes in their personal beliefs. Thus, it appears 
as though both reasons have equal influence on an individual’s decision to switch parties.

However, when you look at the defectors who were members of the party for over 6 
years, roughly 20% more of them left because of the party’s policies than because of a 
change in their personal beliefs. This suggests that long-time party members are more 
likely to change their party affiliation because of party policy than because of changes 
in their own beliefs. 

In the case of statistical data, an interpretive problem arises when writ-
ers attempt to determine whether a statistical correlation between two 
things—blood cholesterol level and the likelihood of dying of a heart attack, 
for example—can be interpreted as causal.  Does a statistical correlation 
between high cholesterol levels and heart attack suggest that higher levels 
of cholesterol cause heart attacks, or might it only suggest that some other 
factor associated with cholesterol is responsible? Similarly, if a significantly 
higher percentage of poor people treated in hospital emergency rooms die 
than their more affluent counterparts, do we conclude that emergency 
room treatment of the poor is at fault? What factors, such as inability of 
poor people to afford regular preventive health care, might need to be con-
sidered in interpretation of the data? (See “Mistaking Correlation for Cause” 
in the next section, the Brief Glossary of Common Logical Fallacies.) 

In interpretation, as in other kinds of analytical thinking, it is always 
important to qualify (limit) claims. Notice how the authors in the following 
example speculate about, but are careful not to endorse any single cause for, 
the statistically significant phenomenon they analyze. Rather, they use it to 
ask new questions. 

Since the 1980s, there has been a growing body of data that examines the perceptions 
of Americans regarding the issue of global warming. This data paints a picture of 
generally increasing recognition, acceptance, and concern in the United States 

Copyright 2015 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).

Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



 Making Interpretations Plausible Across the Curriculum   139

regarding atmospheric heating of the earth (Nisbet and Myers, 2007).In the past two 
decades, the number of Americans who have heard of the “greenhouse effect” has 
steadily increased. In 1986, less than one in four respondents said they had heard of 
global warming. By 2006, over nine out of ten recognized the issue (Nisbet and Myers, 
2007). A growing number of Americans believe that the Earth is already experiencing 
increased heating as Table One shows. [. . .]

Public opinion research shows Americans are increasingly acknowledging global 
warming (Nisbet and Myers, 2007); however, what isn’t seen are the underlying causes 
of these beliefs. In particular, what type of evidence do Americans cite as having an 
important effect on their perceptions of global warming? Recent Pew Research Center 
polls have shown fairly significant short-term shifts in the number of Americans who 
believe there is evidence of global warming. Between June 2006 and January 2007, 
there was a 7% increase (70% to 77%) among U.S. residents who indicated there was 
“solid evidence” that the Earth is warming. However, between January 2007 and April 
2008, the percentage decreased by 6% (77% to 71%). This decline in public acceptance 
of the evidence of global warming may be an aberration in a long-term trend of 
increasing belief. However, the shift does raise questions regarding the underlying 
factors affecting public acknowledgement of global warming. What types of evidence 
are individuals reacting to? 

(Christopher Borick and Barry Rabe “A Reason to Believe: Examining the Factors That 
Determine Americans’ Views on Global Warming” in Issues in Governance Studies, 
No.18, July, 2008). 

In the following Voice from Across the Curriculum, Psychology Professor 
Laura Edelman offers advice on how to read statistically. She expresses respect 
for the value of numbers as evidence, as opposed to relying on one’s own 
experience or merely speculating. But she also advises students to be aware 
of the various problems of interpretation that statistical evidence can invite. 

VOICES FrOM ACrOSS THE CurrICuLuM

Interpreting the Numbers: A Psychology Professor Speaks
The most important advice we offer our psychology students about statistical evidence 
is to look at it critically. We teach them that it is easy to misrepresent statistics and that 
you really need to evaluate the evidence provided. Students need to learn to think 
about what the numbers actually mean. Where did the numbers come from? What are 
the implications of the numbers? 

In my statistics course, I emphasize that it is not enough just to get the “correct” 
answer mathematically. Students need to be able to interpret the numbers and the 
implications of the numbers. For example, if students are rating satisfaction with the 
textbook on a scale of one (not at all satisfied) to seven (highly satisfied) and we get 
a class average of 2.38, it is not enough to report that number. You must interpret the 
number (the class was generally not satisfied) and again explain the implications (time 
to choose a new text).
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Students need to look at the actual numbers. Let’s say I do an experiment using two 
different stat texts. Text A costs $67 and text B costs $32. I give one class text A and 
one class text B, and at the end of the semester I find that the class using text A did 
statistically significantly better than the class using text B. Most students at this point 
would want to switch to the more expensive text A. However, I can show them an 
example where the class using text A had an average test grade of 87 and the class 
with text B had an average test grade of 85 (which can be a statistically significant 
difference): students see the point that even though it is a statistical difference, 
practically speaking it is not worth double the money to improve the class average  
by only two points. 

There is so much written about the advantages and limitations of empirical 
information that I hardly know where to begin. Briefly, if it is empirical, there is no 
guesswork or opinion (Skinner said “the organism is always right”—that is, the data 
are always right). The limitations are that the collection and/or interpretation can 
be fraught with biases and error. For example, if I want to know if women still feel 
that there is gender discrimination in the workplace, I do not have to guess or intuit 
this (my own experiences are highly likely to bias my guesses): I can do a survey. 
The survey should tell me what women think (whether I like the answer or not). The 
limitations occur in how I conduct the survey and how I interpret the results. You 
might remember the controversy over the Hite Report on sexual activities (whom did 
she sample, and what kind of people answer those kinds of questions, and do they do 
so honestly?).

Despite the controversy over the problems of relying on empirical data in psychology, 
I think that it is the only way to find answers to many fascinating questions about 
humans. The patterns of data can tell us things that we have no other access to 
without empirical research. It is critically important for people to be aware of the 
limitations and problems, but then to go on and collect the data. 

—LAURA EDELMAN, PROFESSOR OF PSYCHOLOGY 

A Brief glossary of Common Logical Fallacies 
What follows is a brief discussion of common fallacies—false moves—that 
can subvert argument and interpretation. The logical fallacies share cer-
tain characteristics. They offer cheap and unethical ways of “winning” an 
argument—usually at the cost of shutting down the possibility of negotiation 
among competing views and discovery of common ground. 

The most noticeable feature of arguments based on the logical falla-
cies is sloganizing. In sloganizing, each side tries to lay claim to various of 
a culture’s honorific words, which then are repeated so often and so much 
out of context that they evoke little more than a warm glow that each side 
hopes to attach to its cause. Words and phrases often used in this way 
are “liberty,” “freedom,” “the individual,” and “the American people,” to 
name a few. 
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Words like these are sometimes referred to as “weasel” words, along with 
words like “natural” and “real.” The analogy with weasels goes to the notion 
that weasels suck out the contents of eggs, leaving empty shells behind. The 
words have become, in effect, empty shells. 

The sloganizing move gets made when each side tries to attach to the 
other side various labels that evoke fear, even though the words have been 
repeated so often, in reference to so many different things, that they have 
become virtually meaningless. This type of sloganizing almost always takes 
complex circumstances and reduces them to clear-cut goods and evils. 
Prominent examples in the current contentious political environment are 
“socialist,” “big government,” and “capitalist.” 

As you will see, many of these errors involve the root problem of 
oversimplification. 

1. Ad hominem. Literally, the Latin phrase means “to the person.” When 
an argument is aimed at the character of another person rather than at 
the quality of his or her reasoning or performance, we are engaging in 
an ad hominem argument. If a political candidate is attacked because he 
or she is rich, rather than on the basis of his or her political platform, 
he or she is the victim of an ad hominem attack. In some cases an ad 
hominem argument is somewhat pertinent—e.g., if a political candidate 
is discovered to have mob connections. 

2. Bandwagon (ad populum). Bandwagon arguments appeal to the emo-
tions of a crowd, as in “everyone’s doing it.” A bandwagon argument 
is a bad argument from authority, because no reasons are offered to 
demonstrate that “everybody” is an informed and reliable source. 

3. Begging the question (circular reasoning). When you beg the question, 
you attempt to prove a claim by offering an alternative wording of the 
claim itself. To beg the question is to argue in a circle by asking readers 
to accept without argument a point that is actually at stake. This kind 
of fallacious argument hides its conclusion among its assumptions. For 
example, “Huckleberry Finn should be banned from school libraries as 
obscene because it uses dirty language” begs the question by present-
ing as obviously true issues that are actually in question: the definition 
of obscenity and the assumption that the obscene should be banned 
because it is obscene. 

4. Equivocation. Equivocation confuses an argument by using a single word 
or phrase in more than one sense. For example: “Only man is capable 
of religious faith. No woman is a man. Therefore, no woman is capable 
of religious faith.” Here the first use of “man” is generic, intended to be 
gender neutral, while the second use is decidedly masculine. 

5. False analogy. A false analogy misrepresents matters by making a 
comparison between two things that are more unlike than alike. The 
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danger that arguing analogically can pose is that an inaccurate com-
parison, usually one that oversimplifies, prevents you from looking at 
the evidence. Flying to the moon is like flying a kite? Well, it’s a little 
bit like that, but . . .  in most ways that matter, sending a rocket to the 
moon does not resemble sending a kite into the air. 

An analogy can also become false when it becomes overextended: 
there is a point of resemblance at one juncture, but the writer then 
goes on to assume that the two items compared will necessarily 
resemble each other in most other respects. To what extent is bal-
ancing your checkbook really like juggling? On the other hand, an 
analogy that first appears overextended may not be: how far, for 
example, could you reasonably go in comparing a presidential elec-
tion to a sales campaign, or an enclosed shopping mall to a village 
main street? 

When you find yourself reasoning by analogy, ask yourself two 
questions: (1) are the basic similarities greater and more significant 
than the obvious differences? and (2) am I over-relying on surface simi-
larities and ignoring more essential differences? 

6. False cause. This is a generic term for questionable conclusions about 
causes and effects. Here are three versions of this fallacy: 

a. Simple cause/complex effect. This fallacy occurs when you assign 
a single cause to a complex phenomenon that cannot be so easily 
explained. A widespread version of this fallacy is seen in arguments 
that blame individual figures for broad historical events, for exam-
ple, “Eisenhower caused America to be involved in the Vietnam 
War.” Such a claim ignores the cold war ethos, the long history of 
colonialism in Southeast Asia, and a multitude of other factors. 
When you reduce a complex sequence of events to a simple and 
single cause—or assign a simple effect to a complex cause—you  
will virtually always be wrong. 

b. Post hoc, ergo propter hoc. This term is the Latin for after this, there-
fore because of this. The fallacy rests in assuming that because A 
precedes B in time, A causes B. For example, it was once thought 
that the sun shining on a pile of garbage caused the garbage to con-
ceive flies. 

This error is the stuff that superstition is made of. “I walked 
under a ladder, and then I got hit by a car” becomes “Because I 
walked under a ladder I got hit by a car.” A more dangerous form of 
this error goes like this: 

Evidence: A new neighbor moved in downstairs on Saturday. My tele-
vision disappeared on Sunday.

Conclusion: The new neighbor stole my TV. 
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As this example also illustrates, typically in false cause some signifi-
cant alternative has not been considered, such as the presence of 
flies’ eggs in the garbage. Similarly, it does not follow that if a person 
watches television and then commits a crime, television watching 
necessarily causes crime; there are other causes to be considered. 

c. Mistaking correlation for cause. This fallacy occurs when a person 
assumes that a correlation between two things—some kind of connec-
tion—is necessarily causal. The philosopher David Hume called this 
problem “the constant conjunction of observed events.” If you speed in 
a car and then have a minor accident, it does not follow that speeding 
caused the accident. If an exit poll reveals that a large number of voters 
under the age of 25 voted for candidate X, and X loses, it does not fol-
low that X lost because he failed to appeal to younger voters. There is a 
correlation, but the candidate may have lost for a number of reasons. 

7. Hasty generalization. A conclusion derived from only one or two 
examples produces the fallacy known as hasty generalization. It is also 
known as an unwarranted inductive leap because the conclusion lacks 
sufficient evidence. When a child concludes that all purple food tastes 
bad because she dislikes eggplant, she has run afoul of this fallacy. 
Give her a grape popsicle. 

8. Non sequitur. Latin for “it does not follow,” non sequiturs skip logical 
steps in arriving at a conclusion. For example: If we mandate a new tax 
on people who work downtown but do not live there, businesses will 
all leave the city. Really? 

9. Oversimplification/overgeneralization. An inadequately qualified claim 
is to blame for the fallacy of oversimplification or overgeneralization. It 
may be true that some heavy drinkers are alcoholics, but it would not 
be fair to claim that all heavy drinking is or leads to alcoholism. As a 
rule, be wary of “totalizing” or global pronouncements; the bigger the 
generalization, the more likely it will admit of exceptions.

10. Poisoning the well. This fallacy occurs when a person uses loaded lan-
guage to trivialize or dismiss an argument before even mentioning it. 
For example: No reasonable person would swallow that left-wing, tax-
and-spend position. 

11. Red herring. The name comes from the practice of using herring, a 
smelly fish, to distract dogs from the scent they are supposed to be 
tracking. A red herring diverts the attention of the audience, often by 
provoking them with some loaded or controversial topic not really 
related to the matter at hand. For example, if you are talking about the 
quality of different kinds of computers, the issue of whether or not 
they were made in America would be a red herring. 
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12. Slippery slope. This error is based on the fear that once a move is 
made in one direction, we will necessarily continue to “slide” in that 
direction. So, for example, if the U.S. approves medicinal uses of mari-
juana, soon there will be no control of illicit drug use across the nation. 
A classic case of slippery slope is offered by the Vietnam War: if a 
single country was allowed to fall under communist rule, soon all the 
other countries in the region would follow. 

13. Straw man. This move involves oversimplifying and even caricatur-
ing another person’s argument or position in order to make it easier to 
refute. For example, opponents of health care reform treat it as a straw 
man when they claim that such reform would deny benefits to the 
elderly and perhaps even result in so-called “death panels”—groups 
who would choose which people will live and which will die. 

14. Weasel word. As we noted in our earlier discussion of sloganizing, a 
specialized form of equivocation results in what are sometimes called 
weasel words. A weasel word is one that has been used so much and 
so loosely that it ceases to have much meaning. The word “natural,” 
for example, can mean good, pure, and unsullied, but it can also refer 
to the ways of nature (flora and fauna). Such terms (“love,” “reality,” 
and “experience” are others) invite equivocation because they mean so 
many different things to different people. 

Assignments: Interpretation 
1. Build a Paper from Implications. Begin this assignment by making 

observations and drawing out implications for one of the topics below. 
Then use your list as the starting point for a longer paper. 

Make some observations, for example, about the following, and 
then suggest the possible implications of your observations.

 j changing trends in automobiles today

 j what your local newspaper chooses to put on its front page (or edito-
rial page) over the course of a week

 j shows (or advertisements) that appear on network television (as 
opposed to cable) during one hour of evening prime time

 j advertisements for scotch whiskey in highbrow magazines 

2. Analyze a Magazine Cover by Researching an Interpretive Context. 
Choose a magazine that, like The New Yorker, has interesting covers. 
Write an analysis of one such cover by studying other covers from 
the same magazine. Follow the model offered at the end of  
this chapter: 

a.  Apply the method—looking for patterns of repetition and contrast—to 
the cover itself, so that you arrive at key repetitions, strands, and 
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organizing contrasts and begin to ponder a range of possible inter-
pretive leaps to what they signify. 

b. Use these data to suggest plausible interpretive contexts for the 
cover. Remember that interpretive contexts are not simply imposed 
from without; they’re suggested by the evidence. 

c. Then move to the other covers. Perform similar operations on them 
to arrive at an awareness of common denominators among the cov-
ers, and to analyze what those shared traits might reveal or make 
more evident in the particular cover you are studying. You will be 
trying to figure out how the magazine conceives of itself and its audi-
ence by the way that it characteristically represents its “face.” 

It might be illuminating to survey a range of covers by a single 
artist, such as Ian Falconer, who created the cover we analyze in 
the chapter. 
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CHAPTER 6
Finding and Evolving a Thesis 

Overview This chapter contains one primary heuristic: Six Steps for Making 
a Thesis Evolve. The chapter also offers advice on how to word thesis state-
ments and how to locate them in a piece of writing, including how to set up 
a thesis in an introductory paragraph and how to treat the thesis in a conclu-
sion. Although the forms of final products in the various academic disciplines 
differ, the thinking process that allows a writer to arrive at and substantiate a 
supportable idea (thesis) about the meaning of evidence is markedly similar 
from discipline to discipline. The governing principle is that the thesis evolves 
through a series of careful reformulations in light of complicating evidence. 

What a Thesis Is and Does
We’ve deliberately delayed the subject of thesis statements. As the earlier 
chapters of this book argue, writers should postpone their concern about the 
thesis in order to first give themselves the chance to dwell more openly and 
longer with evidence. At its worst, a thesis statement is a premature “answer” 
that shuts down a writer’s ability to think about the evidence. Thinking should 
not stop once a writer has arrived at a thesis, as it too often does in the model of 
thesis-driven writing wherein a writer simply accumulates evidence in support 
of a single claim. In a good piece of writing, the thesis operates as a powerful 
tool of discovery. 

A thesis is an idea that you formulate about your subject. It should offer 
a theory about the meaning of evidence that would not have been immedi-
ately obvious to your readers. A weak thesis either makes no claim or makes 
a claim that does not need proving, such as a statement of fact or an opinion 
with which virtually all of your readers would agree before reading your paper 
(for example, “exercise is good for you”). 

WHAT A PRODUCTIVE THESIS DOES
Promotes thinking: leads you to arrive at ideas.
Reduces scope: separates useful evidence from the welter of details.
Provides direction: helps you decide what to talk about and what to talk 

about next. 
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WHAT A WEAK THESIS DOES
Addicts you too early to a too-large idea, so that you stop actually seeing 

the evidence in its real-life complexity or thinking about the idea itself.
Produces a demonstration rather than discovery of new ideas by making the 

same overly general point again and again about a range of evidence.
Includes too much possible data without helping you see what’s most 

important to talk about. 

Thesis-Driven Writing: Some Pros and Cons 
The term “thesis” has a long history, going back to classical rhetoric wherein 
a thesis involved taking a position on some subject. This idea of “taking 
a position” is not a good fit with the methods and goals of inquiry-based 
writing, the orientation that most academic writing requires. In an essay 
entitled “Let’s End Thesis Tyranny,” author and professor Bruce Ballenger 
argues that thesis-driven writing, especially when thought of as support-
ing a single idea that the writer sets out to prove, is especially ill-suited to 
treating “complicated problems that might raise questions with multiple 
answers, none of them necessarily correct” (The Chronicle of Higher Education, 
July 17, 2013).

One of the most disabling misunderstandings about thesis statements is 
that a writer needs to have a thesis before he or she begins writing. Arriving at 
claims too early in the writing process blinds writers to complicating evidence 
(evidence that runs counter to the thesis) and so deprives them of opportuni-
ties to arrive at better ideas.

And yet, it’s also true that a writer has not really “graduated” from 
the exploratory writing phase to the writing of an actual paper until he or 
she has discovered an idea around which his or her thinking can cohere. 
A thesis statement gives a paper a sense of purpose and provides readers 
with something to follow. Without a governing idea to hold onto, readers 
can’t be expected to understand why you are telling them what you are 
telling them. 

Here are two ways to arrive at and use thesis statements that will foster 
inquiry and court rather than avoid complexity:

 j Focus on an area of your subject that is open to opposing viewpoints or 
multiple interpretations, and 

 j Treat the thesis at which you arrive as a hypothesis to be tested, rather 
than an obvious truth. 

In sum, the thesis needs to be a stimulus to the exploration of ideas—not a 
tyrant that reduces complex matters to oversimplified formulations.

Coming Up with a Thesis: What It Means to Have an Idea 
Thesis statements are the result of having an idea about your subject. Thus, 
it makes sense to pause and consider what it means to have an idea. You  
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can probably best understand what it means by considering what ideas do and 
where they can be found. Here is a partial list: 

 j An idea usually starts with an observation that is puzzling, with some-
thing that you want to figure out rather than something that you think 
you already understand.

 j An idea often accounts for some dissonance, something that seems not 
to fit together.

 j An idea may be the discovery of a question where there seemed not to 
be one.

 j An idea may make explicit and explore the meaning of something 
implicit—an unstated assumption upon which an argument rests or a 
logical consequence of a given position.

 j An idea may connect elements of a subject and explain the significance 
of that connection. 

As this list demonstrates, ideas are likely to arise when there is some-
thing to negotiate—when you require yourself not just to list answers, but to 
ask questions, make choices, and engage in reasoning about the meaning and 
significance of your evidence. 

Introductions, Conclusions, and the Thesis 
Until you understand the expectations that introductions typically raise, it’s dif-
ficult to know what kind of statement the thesis needs to be. Similarly, until you 
understand what a concluding paragraph does, you will have difficulty knowing 
what to do with your thesis in that final paragraph besides merely restating it. 

Setting Up the Thesis: Two Tasks 
Let’s now get more specific about the thesis as a response to reader expecta-
tions created by the paper’s introductory paragraph. These expectations are 
surprisingly uniform across the curriculum and in many kinds of writing—not 
just academic writing.

In setting up the thesis, the introduction accomplishes two tasks:

 j It lays out something at stake—an issue, question, or problem to which 
the writer’s thesis is a tentative answer or solution, and 

 j It provides an interpretive context (see Chapter 5) that locates the 
thesis in relation to existing thinking. 

In sum, the introduction tells readers why the idea that the paper is about to 
explore matters—why, in other words, a paper needs to be written about it. 
What typically goes wrong in introductions is that the writer offers a bunch of 
information, usually too much information, without focusing it in a way that 
would help a reader understand why the thesis is worth considering.
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Here are the kinds of questions an introductory paragraph should answer 
in order to set up a thesis:

What is potentially interesting about what I have noticed, and why?
What am I seeing that other people perhaps have not seen or have not 

sufficiently acknowledged?
Why might what I have noticed matter in relation to the usual ways of 

thinking about my subject?
How might what I have noticed require a new way of thinking about my 

subject, or at least a revision, however slight, of the usual ways of thinking? 

Making the Thesis Matter: Providing an Interpretive Context 
In most courses there are a limited number of acceptable ways of broadly theo-
rizing the material. For an interpretation to be acceptable, you usually need to 
locate it inside one of these contexts. In the case of Irish literature, for example, 
an interpretive context might be postcolonial theory on how writers negotiate 
the formation of new national identities to replace their colonial inheritance. In 
a film history course, an interpretive context might be particular movements, 
such as neorealism, or the methods and concerns of a particular filmmaker 
(known as auteur theory). 

This does not mean you won’t be allowed to say what you think or to 
nominate new contexts in which to understand things. It means that in 
order to be heard and to make a contribution, you need to connect whatever 
you have to say with what people are talking about. In other words, thesis 
statements don’t occur in a vacuum. For people to see why your idea might 
matter, they need to see it in some relation to the debates and questions that 
are currently energizing readers’ interest in the topic.

Papers often begin by foregrounding something the writer has noticed 
that seems not to fit with what prevailing theories or discussion has led her 
to expect. The thesis is, then, not only a tentative explanation about how 
something you’ve observed fits, but also to some extent which does not fit, a 
particular theory. In the sciences, for example, introductions begin by show-
ing how some phenomenon or pattern of detail has not been accounted for 
in existing studies. And so the writer asks the question, how might this diver-
gence from what was expected be explained?

Two especially useful strategies for setting up a thesis are “seems to be about 
X” and “difference within similarity,” both of which can be found earlier in this book 
(in Chapters 5 and 3, respectively). These strategies effectively set up tension in 
the thesis between competing ways of viewing your subject. (For more on this, 
see the upcoming section on establishing tension in the thesis statement.)

How Much of the Thesis Belongs in the Introduction? 
Once you have created the opening frame that leads to your thesis, you have 
choices about how much of your thesis to state at the outset and in what form. 
These choices are determined in some cases by the standard practices of the 
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various academic disciplines. In some disciplines, for example, the introduc-
tion must offer a complete statement of the guiding claim. In many cases, this 
is done overtly with a procedural statement such as: “In this essay I will argue 
that . . .” This way of beginning is common not only in the natural and social 
sciences, but also in philosophy, art history, and in some other humanities dis-
ciplines. The procedural statement is sometimes followed by a roadmap that 
specifies the organization of the paper: “First A will be discussed, then B, etc.” 
Such a detailed overview of a paper is not the norm, however, and is usually 
not necessary, especially in short essays.

To make your introduction sufficiently engaging and concrete, you should 
offer readers a brief preview of the particular details that led you to arrive at your 
thesis, or at least to the question that your thesis seeks to answer. Use these 
details to generate a theory, a working hypothesis about whatever you think is at 
stake in the material. As a general rule, assume that readers of your essay would 
need to know on page one, preferably by the end of your first paragraph or the 
beginning of the second, what your paper is attempting to resolve or negotiate. 
If you find yourself writing a page-long introductory paragraph to get to your ini-
tial statement of thesis, try settling for a simpler articulation of your central idea 
in its first appearance. Keep in mind that an introduction is not a conclusion. 
The opening claim is a hypothesis that the body of your paper will test. Your 
final assessment of the claim will appear in your paper’s closing paragraphs. 

In large and more complex pieces of thinking, though sometimes even in 
short ones, the introductory paragraph may be used to set up the first phase of 
the paper’s discussion without having to frame and forecast the whole paper. 
Especially in inductively organized (specific to general) essays, where a full and 
complexly qualified articulation of the thesis becomes evident in stages, what 
you need is an opening claim sufficient to get the paper started. Begin with the 
best version of your thesis that you can come up with that will be understand-
able to your readers without a lengthy preamble. Set up this working thesis 
as quickly and concretely as you can, avoiding generic (fits anything) com-
ments, throat clearing, and overblown historical claims (“Since the beginning 
of time, humans have been fascinated by technology . . .”). Once established, 
the working thesis will supply a relatively stable point to which you can return 
periodically for updating and to keep your readers (and yourself) on track. 

The Conclusion: Returning the Thesis to the Larger Conversation 
The conclusion is in some ways the introduction in reverse. It begins with the 
more carefully qualified and evolved version of your thinking that the body of 
your paper has produced. It then locates the thesis in some kind of larger per-
spective. The conclusion answers questions like this: What changes in people’s 
ways of thinking might be needed? Where might we need to go next—i.e., what 
further work needs to be done? In the end, the conclusion returns the thesis to 
the ongoing conversation that people have been having about your subject and 
suggests why and how what you’ve said matters and where it might take us next.
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VOICES FROM ACROSS THE CURRICULUM 

Recognizing Your Thesis: A History Professor Speaks 
The thesis usually is that point of departure from the surfaces of evidence to the 
underlying significance, or problems, a given set of sources reveal to the reader 
and writer. In most cases, the thesis is best positioned up front, so that the writer’s 
audience has a sense of what lies ahead and why it is worth reading on. I say “usually” 
and “in most cases” because the hard and fast rule should not take precedence over 
the inspirational manner in which a thesis can be presented. But the inspiration is not 
to be sought after at the price of the thesis itself. It is my experience, in fact, that if 
inspiration strikes, one only realizes it after the fact.

Recognizing a thesis can be extremely difficult. It can often be a lot easier to talk 
“about” what one is writing, than to say succinctly what the thrust of one’s discussion 
is. I sometimes ask students to draw a line at the end of a paper after they have 
finished it off, and then write one, at most two sentences, stating what they most want 
to tell their readers. My comment on that postscript frequently is: “Great statement of 
your thesis. Just move it up to your first paragraph.” 

—EllEn PoTEET, PRoFEssoR oF HIsToRy

How to Word Thesis Statements 
The wording and syntax (sentence structure) of thesis statements have shap-
ing force in the way a paper develops. Some thesis shapes are more effective 
than others. Here in condensed form is the advice offered in the upcoming 
discussion of thesis shapes: 

 j A productive thesis usually contains tension, the balance of this against 
that.

 j Effective thesis statements often begin with a grammatically subordi-
nate idea that will get outweighed by a more pressing claim: “Although 
X appears to account for Z, Y accounts for it better.” 

 j A less effective thesis shape is the list.

 j Active verbs and specific nouns produce strong thesis statements. 

Put X in Tension with Y 
One of the best and most common ways of bringing the thesis into focus is 
by pitting one possible point of view against another. Good ideas usually take 
place with the aid of some kind of back pressure, by which we mean that the 
idea takes shape by pushing against another way of seeing things. This is not 
the same as setting out to overturn and completely refute one idea in favor 
of another. In good thesis statements both ideas have some validity, but the 
forward momentum of the thesis comes from playing the preferred idea off 
the other one.
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Look at the following two thesis statements. Notice that there is tension 
in each, which results from the defining pressure of one idea against another 
potentially viable idea.

 j It may not seem like it, but “Nice Pants” is as radical a campaign as the 
original Dockers series.

 j If opponents of cosmetic surgery are too quick to dismiss those who 
claim great psychological benefits, proponents are far too willing to dis-
miss those who raise concerns. Cosmetic surgery might make individual 
people happier, but in the aggregate it makes life worse for everyone. 

In the first thesis sentence, the primary idea is that the new advertising 
campaign for Dockers trousers is radical. The back pressure against which 
this idea takes shape is that this new campaign may not seem radical. The 
writer will demonstrate the truth of both of these claims, rather than over-
turning one and then championing the other. 

The same can be said of the parts of the second thesis statement. One 
part of the thesis makes claims for the benefits of cosmetic surgery. The for-
ward momentum of the thesis statement comes from the back pressure of 
this idea against the idea that cosmetic surgery will also make life worse for 
everyone. Notice that the thesis statement does not simply say, “Cosmetic sur-
gery is bad.” The writer’s job will be to demonstrate that the potential harm 
of cosmetic surgery outweighs the benefits, but the benefits won’t just be dis-
missed. Both ideas are to some extent true. Neither idea, in other words, is “a 
straw man”—the somewhat deceptive argumentative practice of setting up a 
dummy position solely because it is easy to knock down. A straw man does not 
strengthen a thesis statement because it fails to provide genuine back pressure. 

TRY THIS 6.1: Spotting the Tension in Good Thesis Statements
Find the tension in each of the following thesis statements. Decide which of the 
ideas is primary—the one you think the writer plans to support. Then locate the 
claim or claims in the thesis against which this primary claim will take shape. 

1. Emphasis on the self in the history of modern thought may be an exag-
geration, but the consequences of this vision of a self set apart have 
surely been felt in every field of inquiry. 

2. We may join with the modern builders in justifying the violence of 
means—the sculptor’s hammer and chisel—by appealing to ends that 
serve the greater good. Yet too often modern planners and engineers 
would justify the creative destruction of habitat as necessary for 
doubtful utopias.

3. The derogation of middlebrow, in short, has gone much too far. It’s time 
to bring middlebrow out of its cultural closet, to hail its emollient proper-
ties, to trumpet its mending virtues. For middlebrow not only entertains, 
but also educates—pleasurably training us to appreciate high art. 
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Thesis Shapes: Subordination Versus Listing 
The tension between ideas in a thesis statement is often reflected in the 
statement’s grammatical structure. Thesis statements often combine two 
possible claims into one formulation, with the primary claim in the main 
clause and the qualifying or limiting or opposing claim in a subordinate clause: 
“Although X appears to account for Z, Y accounts for it better.” You can more 
or less guarantee your thesis will possess the necessary tension by starting 
your thesis statement with the word “Although” or with the phrase “While it 
seems that . . .” or with the “yes, but” or “if x, nonetheless y” formulation. (See 
Chapter 10 on subordination.) 

The advantage of this subordinate construction (and the reason that so 
many theses are set up this way) is that the subordinated idea helps you to 
define your own position by giving you something to define it against. The 
subordinate clause of a thesis helps you to demonstrate that there is, in fact, 
an issue involved—that is, more than one possible explanation for the evi-
dence you are considering. 

The order of clauses in a thesis statement often predicts the shape of 
the paper, guiding both the writer and the reader. A thesis that begins with a 
subordinate clause (“Although X . . . ”) usually leads to a paper in which the 
first part deals with the claims for X and then moves to fuller embrace of Y. 

A less effective thesis shape that can also predict the shape of a paper is 
the list. This is the shape of five-paragraph form: the writer lists three points 
and then devotes a paragraph to each. But the list does not specify the con-
nections among its various components, and, as a result, the writer is less 
inclined to explore the relationship among ideas. 

How to Revise Weak Thesis Statements: Make the Verbs Active 
and the Nouns Specific 
Weak thesis statements can be quickly identified by their word choice and 
syntax (sentence structure). Take, for example, the thesis statement “There 
are many similarities and differences between the Carolingian and Burgundian 
Renaissances.” This thesis relies mostly on nouns rather than verbs; the nouns 
announce a broad heading, but the verb doesn’t do anything with or to the 
nouns. In grammatical terms, such thesis statements don’t predicate (affirm 
or assert something about the subject of a proposition). Instead, they rely on 
anemic verbs like is or are, which function as equal signs that link general 
nouns with general adjectives rather than specify more complex relationships.

Replacing is or are with stronger verbs usually causes you to rank ideas 
in some order of importance, to assert some conceptual relation among 
them, and to advance some sort of claim. Thus, we could revise the weak 
thesis above as “The differences between the Carolingian and Burgundian 
Renaissances outweigh the similarities.” While this reformulation remains 
quite general, it at least begins to direct the writer along a more particular 
line of argument. 
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In sum, the best way to remedy the problem of the overly broad thesis is 
to move toward specificity in word choice, in sentence structure, and in idea. 
If you find yourself writing “The economic situation is bad,” consider revis-
ing it to “The tax policies of the current administration threaten to reduce 
the tax burden on the middle class by sacrificing education and health care 
programs for everyone.”

Here’s the problem/solution in schematic form:

Broad Noun + Weak Verb + Vague, Evaluative Modifier

The economic situation is bad

Specific Noun + Active Verb + Specific Modifier

(The) tax policies (of the 
current administration)

threaten to reduce 
(the tax burden on 
the middle class)

by sacrificing education and health 
care programs for everyone

By eliminating the weak thesis formula—broad noun plus is plus vague evalu-
ative adjective—a writer is compelled to qualify, or define carefully, each of the 
terms in the original proposition, arriving at a more particular and conceptually 
rich assertion.

Is It Okay to Phrase a Thesis as a Question? 
The answer is yes and no. Phrasing a thesis as a question makes it more dif-
ficult for both the writer and the reader to be sure of the direction the paper 
will take, because a question doesn’t make an overt claim. Questions, however, 
can clearly imply claims. And many writers, especially in the early, exploratory 
stages of drafting, will begin with a question. 

As a general rule, use thesis questions cautiously, particularly in final 
drafts. While a thesis question often functions well to spark your thinking, 
it can allow you to evade the responsibility of making some kind of claim. 
Especially in the drafting stage, a question posed overtly can provide focus, 
but only if you then answer it with what could become a first statement of 
thesis—a working thesis.

VOICES FROM ACROSS THE CURRICULUM

Getting Beyond the All-Purpose Thesis: A Dance Professor Speaks
not so good thesis/question: “What were Humphrey’s and Weidman’s reasons behind 
the setting of With My Red Fires, and of what importance were the set and costume 
design to the piece as a whole?”

Good thesis: “While Graham and Wigman seem different, their ideas on inner 
expression (specifically subjectivism versus objectivism) and the incorporation of their 
respective countries’ surge of nationalism bring them much closer than they appear.”

What I like about the good thesis is that it moves beyond the standard “they are 
different, but alike” (which can be said about anything) to actually tell the reader what 
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156 Chapter 6 Finding and Evolving a Thesis

specific areas the paper will explore. I can also tell that the subject is narrow enough 
for a fairly thorough examination of one small slice of these two major choreographers’ 
work rather than some overgeneralized treatment of these two historic figures. 

—KaREn DEaRBoRn, PRoFEssoR oF DancE

Making a Thesis Evolve 
Another common misunderstanding about the thesis is that it must appear 
throughout the paper in essentially the same form—fixed and unchanging. In 
fact, it is only a weakly developed thesis that, like an inert (unreactive) material, 
neither makes anything happen nor undergoes any change itself. Think of the 
thesis as an agent of change. The thesis itself changes in an inductive essay. 
In a deductive essay, the thesis changes the way readers understand the range 
and implications of that claim.

Developing a Thesis Is More than Repeating an Idea 
Weak thesis statements (poorly formulated and inadequately developed) are 
most easily detected by their repetitiveness and predictability. The writer says 
the same thing again and again, drawing the same overgeneralized conclusion 
from each piece of evidence (“and so, once again we see that . . .”).

Weak thesis statements tend to produce demonstrations. Demonstrations 
point at something—“See?”—and then they’re done with it. Demonstrations 
are not really interested in seeing into things—only at looking at them from a 
distance to confirm a point. The staple of the demonstration is five-paragraph 
form, which we critiqued at some length in Chapter 4. The form predisposes the 
writer to begin with a big claim, such as “Environmentalism prevents economic 
growth,” and then offer a paragraph on each of three examples (say, statutes 
that protect endangered wildlife, inhibit drilling for oil, and levy excessive fines 
on violators). Then the big claim simply gets repeated again in the conclusion. 

At the least, such a thesis is inaccurate. It’s too easy to find excep-
tions to the claim and also to question what its key words actually mean. 
Mightn’t environmentalism also promote economic growth by, say, promot-
ing tourism? And is the meaning of economic growth self-evident? Couldn’t 
a short-term economic boon be a long-term disaster, as might be the case for 
oil exploration in the polar regions?

In contrast, in nearly all good writing the thesis gains in complexity as 
well as precision and accuracy as the paper progresses. Developing a thesis, in 
other words, means making the paper’s thinking evolve, pruning and shaping 
it in response to evidence.

In cases where the thesis itself cannot evolve, as, for example, in the 
report format of the natural and social sciences where the initial hypoth-
esis must be either confirmed or denied, there is still movement (conceptual 
development) between the beginning of the paper and the end, rather than 
repeated assertion of one idea.

Copyright 2015 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).

Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



 Making a Thesis Evolve  157

The Thesis as Lens: The Reciprocal Relationship Between 
Thesis and Evidence 
One function of the thesis is to provide the connective tissue, so to speak, that 
holds together a paper’s three main parts—beginning, middle, and end. Peri-
odic reminders of your paper’s thesis, its central unifying idea, are essential 
for keeping both you and your readers on track. But there is a big difference 
between developing and just repeating an idea.

It is in establishing this key difference between development and repeti-
tion that the analogy of thesis as connective tissue breaks down. A better way 
of envisioning how a thesis operates is to think of it as a camera lens. The 
advantage of this analogy is that it more accurately describes the relationship 
between the thesis and the subject it seeks to explain: while the lens affects 
how we see the subject (what evidence we select, what questions we ask about 
that evidence), the subject we are looking at affects how we adjust the lens.

The relationship between thesis and subject is, in other words, recipro-
cal. In good analytical writing, especially in the earlier, investigatory stages of 
writing and thinking, the thesis not only directs the writer’s way of looking at 
evidence, the analysis of evidence should also direct and redirect (bring about 
revision of) the thesis. Even in a final draft, writers are usually adjusting—
fine-tuning—their governing idea in response to their analysis of evidence.

The enemy of good analytical writing is the fuzzy lens—imprecisely 
worded thesis statements. Very broad thesis statements, those that are made 
up of imprecise (fuzzy) terms, make bad camera lenses. They blur everything 
together, muddying important distinctions. If your lens is insufficiently sharp, 
you are not likely to see much in your evidence. If you say, for example, that 
education is costly, you will at least have some sense of direction, a means 
of moving forward in your paper, but the imprecise terms “education” and 
“costly” don’t provide you with a focus clear enough to distinguish significant 
detail in your evidence. Without significant detail for you to analyze, you can’t 
develop your thesis, either by showing readers what the thesis is good for (what 
it allows us to understand and explain) or by refining and clarifying its terms.

Induction and Deduction: Two Paths a Thesis May Take 
In Chapter 4, Reasoning from Evidence to Claims, we defined two ways that a 
piece of thinking can progress: inductively—from particular details to a general 
principle to which the details point, and deductively—from a general principle 
to details that it serves to explain. Chapter 4 presented as the mainstay of 
inductive thinking—in fact, of all good thinking—the practice we call 10 on 1, 
making as many observations as possible (10) about a single representative 
example (1). We used the term 1 on 10 for the deductive mode of progression 
wherein a writer attaches a single claim (1) to a number of examples (10). 
You will need to keep these terms—inductive and deductive, 10 on 1 and 1 
on 10—in mind as we take you through this chapter’s strategies for making a 
thesis evolve.
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In inductively organized papers and in exploratory writing, the thesis 
changes as the paper progresses in order to more fully and accurately respond 
to evidence. Thus, the initial appearance of the thesis is usually fuzzier, less 
clearly worked out, than it is in the conclusion. This is because inductive 
writing repeatedly uses potentially conflicting evidence to bring the opening 
version of the thesis into better focus. In this kind of paper you should suspect 
that a claim worded in the conclusion almost exactly as it was in the begin-
ning has not adequately responded to evidence.

In deductively organized papers, the wording of the thesis statement 
does not change, or at least not very much, but what the thesis serves to 
reveal in the evidence becomes progressively more complex. In social science 
writing, for example, which typically follows the IMRAD format common to 
all the sciences—Introduction, Methods, Results, Discussion—the evolution 
of the paper’s thinking occurs in the concluding discussion section, where 
the writer theorizes his or her results. Here the writer does not just repeat 
the paper’s opening claim (hypothesis). Even when the writer finds evidence 
to confirm the hypothesis, he or she uses the discussion section to develop 
a fuller understanding of what these results might mean. (For more on com-
mon formats in the sciences, see Chapter 9.)

In practice, good thinking is always a blend of induction and deduc-
tion. Claims lead to selection and analysis of evidence. Evidence leads to 
the reconsideration of the claims. Whether a paper is primarily inductive 
and the wording of its thesis actually changes as it encounters evidence, 
or is primarily deductive and the wording of the thesis does not change, 
the thesis functions as a lens that responds to evidence as the writing 
proceeds. 

Making a Thesis Evolve: A Brief Inductive Example 
First let’s consider an inductive example. More often than not, when inex-
perienced writers face a situation in which evidence seems to be unclear or 
contradictory, they tend to make one of two unproductive moves: they either 
ignore the conflicting evidence, or they abandon the problem altogether and 
look for something more clear-cut to write about. Faced with evidence that 
complicates your thesis, the one thing not to do is run away. 

The savvy writer will actively seek out complicating evidence, taking 
advantage of chances to bring out complications in order to make the the-
sis more fully responsive to evidence. Let’s revisit a sample thesis from the 
discussion of uncovering assumptions in Chapter 2, “tax laws benefit the 
wealthy.” If you were to seek out data that would complicate this overstated 
claim, you would soon encounter evidence that would press you to make 
some distinctions that the initial formulation of this claim leaves obscure. 
You would need, for example, to distinguish different sources of wealth and 
then to determine whether all or just some wealthy taxpayers are benefited 
by tax laws. 
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Do people whose wealth comes primarily from investments benefit less 
(or more) than those whose wealth comes from high wages? Evidence might 
also lead you to consider whether tax laws, by benefiting the wealthy, also 
benefit other people indirectly. Both of these considerations would neces-
sitate some reformulation of the thesis. By the end of the paper, the claim 
that tax laws benefit the wealthy would have evolved into a more carefully 
defined and qualified statement that would reflect the thinking you have 
done in your analysis of evidence. This, by and large, is what good conclud-
ing paragraphs do—they reflect back on and reformulate your paper’s initial 
position in light of the thinking you have done about it (see Figure 6.1).

But, you might ask, isn’t this reformulating of the thesis something a 
writer does before he or she writes the essay? Certainly some of it is accom-
plished in the early exploratory writing and note-taking stage. But your 
finished paper will necessarily do more than list conclusions. Your revision 
process will have weeded out various false starts and dead ends that you may 
have wandered into on the way to your finished ideas, but the main routes of 
your movement from a tentative idea to a refined and substantiated theory 
should remain visible for readers to follow. To an extent, all good writing 
reenacts the chains of thought that led you to your conclusions. 

Making a Thesis Evolve: A Brief Deductive Example 
Now let’s turn to a deductive example. A good deductive paper is best thought 
of as an experiment. In the experiment, the writer proposes a theory and then 
sees how far it is possible to go in getting the theory to satisfactorily explain 
whatever it is the writer has been observing. Evolution of the paper’s thinking 
takes place when the writer tries to explain what happened when the theory 
met the evidence.

Let’s take as an example a political science paper about people’s responses 
to global warming. In political science papers, and more generally in social 
science writing, papers tend to begin with a broader theory from which the 
writer derives an hypothesis, a conjecture about what might happen, which 
the paper would then test.

We might speculate, for example, that people with more education would 
be more likely to use evidence to change, rather than to confirm, their views 
on global warming. This hypothesis might flow from the broader theory that 
educated people are less prone to dogmatism and thus are more capable of 

Working
thesis

Revised
thesis

Repeat
the process

Confirming
evidence

Complicating
evidence

FIgURE 6.1 
A strong thesis evolves as it confronts and assimilates evidence; the 
evolved thesis may expand or restrict the original claim. The process may 
need to be repeated a number of times.
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learning. The paper would then apply this hypothesis to evidence, usually 
statistical evidence, to see if it holds.

The aim of the paper would not be just to support or not support the 
hypothesis. A good deductive paper would also analyze results that only 
partially supported the hypothesis or complicated it. The paper might even 
conclude by analyzing why the evidence did not confirm the hypothesis.

Let’s suppose the results of our study revealed the opposite of what our 
hypothesis predicted: educated people are less likely to change their views 
when confronted with evidence. To explain this result, our thinking would 
have to evolve. Was the result a measurement issue? Were we measuring 
“educated” wrong? Was the result a sampling issue (a methodological expla-
nation)? Or what if our assumptions about the effects of education were too 
narrow? Might the educated be less likely to believe evidence because their 
education has trained them to be skeptical? 

In virtually any good deductive study, the thinking will evolve somehow. 
Perhaps some secondary feature, something new, may emerge in the discus-
sion as the primary feature. Perhaps the results will help us understand more 
fully why we obtained the results that we expected. Perhaps the study will 
suggest possibilities for future research.

For now it is enough to emphasize that too many of us fail to recognize 
that a hypothesis is a speculation—a guess. The goal is not to have the answer 
before you begin, but to see where the results of testing the hypothesis might 
lead. This is where the hypothesis in a deductive paper causes new thinking 
to happen.

As these two examples illustrate, whether the thesis in a paper develops 
inductively, thus appearing in its fullest and most accurate form only at the 
end, or deductively, stated in full at the outset, the writer would not simply 
restate in the conclusion what he or she had proposed in the introduction. In 
both cases, the thinking would evolve.

The Evolving Thesis as Hypothesis and Conclusion 
in the Natural and Social Sciences 
The natural and social sciences generally use a pair of terms, hypothesis and 
conclusion, for the single term thesis. Because writing in the sciences is pat-
terned according to the scientific method, writers in disciplines such as biology 
and psychology must report how the original thesis (hypothesis) was tested 
against empirical evidence and then conclude on this basis whether or not the 
hypothesis was confirmed.

The scientific method is in sync with one of the chapter’s main points, 
that something must happen to the thesis between the introduction and the 
conclusion. And as we have just demonstrated, although the hypothesis does 
not change (or evolve), the testing of it and subsequent interpretation of those 
results produce commentary on and, often, qualifications of the paper’s cen-
tral claim.
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VOICES FROM ACROSS THE CURRICULUM

The Hypothesis in the Natural and Social Sciences: 
Three Professors Speak
The best papers are clear and up front about what their point is, then use evidence and 
argument to support and evaluate the thesis. I encourage students to have a sentence 
immediately following their discussion of the background on the subject that can be 
as explicit as: “In this paper I will argue that while research on toxic effects of methyl 
bromide provides troubling evidence for severe physiological effects, conclusive proof 
of a significant environmental hazard is lacking at this time.”

I try to avoid the use of the term “hypothesis.” I think it gives the false sense that scientists 
always start with an idea about how something works. Frequently, that is not the case. 
some of the best science has actually come from observation. Darwin’s work on finches 
is a classic example. His ideas about adaptation probably derived from the observation.

—BRucE WIGHTMan, PRoFEssoR oF BIoloGy

If the empirical evidence doesn’t confirm your hypothesis, you rethink your hypothesis, 
but it’s a complex issue. Researchers whose hypotheses are not confirmed in fact 
often question their method (“if I had more subjects” or “a better manipulation of the 
experimental group” or “a better test of intelligence,” etc.) as much as their hypothesis. 
and that’s often legitimate. Part of the challenge of psychological research is its 
reliance on a long array of assumptions. Failure to confirm a hypothesis could mean a 
problem in any of that long array of assumptions. so failure to confirm your hypothesis 
is often difficult to interpret. 

—alan TJElTvEIT, PRoFEssoR oF PsycHoloGy 

Economists do make pretense to follow scientific methodology. Thus we are careful 
not to mix hypothesis and conclusion. I think it’s important to distinguish between 
what is conjectured, the working hypothesis, and what ultimately emerges as a 
result of an examination of the evidence. conclusions come only after some test  
has been passed. 

—JaMEs MaRsHall, PRoFEssoR oF EconoMIcs

Evolving a Thesis in an Exploratory Draft: 
The Example of Las Meninas
Because the writing process is a way not just of recording but of discovering 
ideas, writers, especially in the early stages of drafting, often set out with one 
idea or direction in mind and then, in the process of writing, happen upon 
another, potentially better idea that only begins to emerge in the draft. Once 
you’ve recognized them, these emerging thoughts may lead to your evolving a 
markedly different thesis, or they may provide you with the means of extend-
ing your paper’s original thesis well beyond the point you’d settled for initially.
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Writers undertake this kind of conceptual revision—locating and defining 
the thesis—in different ways. Some writers rely on repeatedly revising while 
they work their way through a first draft (which, when finished, will be close 
to a final draft). Others move through the first draft without much revision 
and then comprehensively rethink and restructure it (sometimes two, three, 
or more times). Whatever mode of revision works best for you, the thinking 
processes we demonstrate here are central. They are the common denomina-
tors of the various stages of the drafting process.

Our means of demonstrating how writers use exploratory writing to 
locate and develop a workable thesis is to take you through the steps a stu-
dent writer would follow in revising her initial draft on a painting, Las Meninas 
(Spanish for “the ladies in waiting”) by the seventeenth-century painter, Diego 
Velázquez. We are using a paper on a painting because all of the writer’s data 
(the details of the painting) are on one page, allowing you to think with the 
writer as she develops her ideas.

As you read the draft, watch how the writer goes about developing the 
claim made at the end of her first paragraph—that, despite its complexity, 
the painting clearly reveals at least some of the painter’s intentions (referred 
to elsewhere in the paper as what the painting is saying, what it suggests, or 
what the painter wants). We have underlined each appearance of potential 
thesis statements in the text of the paper. Using square brackets at the ends 
of paragraphs, we have described the writer’s methods for arriving at ideas: 
notice and focus, the method, asking “so what?,” and 10 on 1 (see Chapters 1 and 4).

There are a number of good things about this student paper when con-
sidered as an exploratory draft. Studying it will help you train yourself to turn 
a more discriminating eye on your own works in progress, especially in that 
all-important early stage in which you are writing in order to discover ideas. 

Velázquez’s Intentions in Las Meninas

[1]   velázquez has been noted as being one of the best spanish artists of all time. It 
seems that as velázquez got older, his paintings became better. Toward the end of 
his life, he painted his masterpiece, Las Meninas. out of all his works, Las Meninas 
is the only known self-portrait of velázquez. There is much to be said about Las 
Meninas. The painting is very complex, but some of the intentions that velázquez 
had in painting Las Meninas are very clear. [The writer opens with background 
information and a broad working thesis (underlined).] 

[2]   First, we must look at the painting as a whole. The question that must be answered 
is: who is in the painting? The people are all members of the Royal court of the 
spanish monarch Philip Iv. In the center is the king’s daughter, who eventually 
became Empress of spain. around her are her meninas or ladies-in-waiting.  
These meninas are all daughters of influential men. To the right of the meninas is 
a dwarf who is a servant, and the family dog who looks fierce but is easily tamed 
by the foot of a child. The more unique people in the painting are velázquez, 
himself, who stands to the left in front of a large canvas; the king and queen, 
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whose faces are captured in the obscure mirror; the man in the doorway; and 
the nun and man behind the meninas. To analyze this painting further, the 
relationship between characters must be understood. [The writer describes 
the evidence and arrives at an operating assumption—focusing on the 
relationship among characters.] 

[3]   Where is this scene occurring? Most likely it is in the palace. But why is there 
no visible furniture? Is it because velázquez didn’t want the viewers to become 
distracted from his true intentions? I believe it is to show that this is not just a 
painting of an actual event. This is an event out of his imagination. [The writer 
begins pushing observations to tentative conclusions by asking so what?] 

[4]   now, let us become better acquainted with the characters. The child in the center is 
the most visible. all the light is shining on her. Maybe velázquez is suggesting that 
she is the next light for spain and that even God has approved her by shining all 

FIgURE 6.2
Las Meninas by Diego Velázquez, 1656. Approximately 10'5" 3 9'. Museo 
del Prado, Madrid. 
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the available light on her. Back in those days there was a belief in the divine right of 
kings, so this just might be what velázquez is saying. [The writer starts ranking 
evidence for importance and continues to ask, so what?; she arrives at a 
possible interpretation of the painter’s intention.] 

[5]   The next people of interest are the ones behind the meninas. The woman in the 
habit might be a nun and the man a priest. 

[6]   The king and queen are the next group of interesting people. They are in the mirror, 
which is to suggest they are present, but they are not as visible as they might be. 
velázquez suggests that they are not always at the center where everyone would 
expect them to be. [The writer continues using notice and focus plus asking 
so what?; in addition to looking for pattern in the painting’s details, 
the writer has begun to notice evidence—the minimal presence of 
the king and queen in the painting—that could complicate her initial 
interpretation about the divine right of kings.] 

[7]   The last person and the most interesting is velázquez. He dominates the 
painting along with the little girl. He takes up the whole left side along with 
his gigantic easel. But what is he painting? as I previously said, he might be 
painting the king and queen. But I also think he could be pretending to paint 
us, the viewers. The easel really gives this portrait an air of mystery because 
velázquez knows that we, the viewers, want to know what he is painting. 
[The writer starts doing 10 on 1 with her selection of what she has 
selected as the most significant detail—the size and prominence of 
the painter.] 

[8]   The appearance of velázquez is also interesting. His eyes are focused outward here. 
They are not focused on what is going on around him. It is a steady stare. also 
interesting is his confident stance. He was confident enough to place himself in the 
painting of the royal court. I think that velázquez wants the king to give him the 
recognition he deserves by including him in the “family.” and the symbol on his vest 
is the symbol given to a painter by the king to show that his status and brilliance 
have been appreciated by the monarch. It is unknown how it got there. It is unlikely 
that velázquez put it there himself. That would be too outright, and velázquez was 
the type to give his messages subtly. some say that after velázquez’s death, King 
Philip Iv himself painted it to finally give velázquez the credit he deserved for being 
a loyal friend and servant. [The writer continues doing 10 on 1 and asking so 
what? about the painter’s appearance; this takes her to three tentative 
theses (underlined above).] 

[9]   I believe that velázquez was very ingenious by putting his thoughts and feelings 
into a painting. He didn’t want to offend the king, who had done so much for him. 
It paid off for velázquez because he did finally get what he wanted, even if it was 
after he died. [The writer concludes and is now ready to redraft to tighten 
links between evidence and claims, formulate a better working thesis, 
and make this thesis evolve.] 
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From Details to Ideas: Arriving at a Working Thesis 
in an Exploratory Draft 
An exploratory draft uses writing as a means of arriving at a working thesis 
that the next draft can more fully evolve. Most writers find that their best ideas 
emerge near the end of the exploratory draft, which is the case in this student 
draft (see the three claims underlined in paragraph 8).

The Las Meninas paper is a good exploratory draft. The writer has begun 
to interpret details and draw plausible conclusions from what she sees, rather 
than just describing the scene depicted on the canvas or responding loosely 
to it with her unanalyzed impressions. The move from description to analysis 
and interpretation begins when you select certain details in your evidence 
as more important than others and explain what they seem to you to sug-
gest. The writer has done both of these things, and so has gotten to the point 
where she can begin methodically evolving her initial ideas into a perceptive 
analysis. 

What is especially good about the draft is that it reveals the writer’s will-
ingness to push on from her first idea (reading the painting as an endorsement 
of the divine right of kings, expressed by the light shining on the princess) by 
seeking out complicating evidence. The process of revising for ideas begins 
in earnest when you start checking to make sure that the thesis you have 
formulated accounts for as much of the available evidence as possible and 
does not avoid evidence that might complicate or contradict it. 

The writer’s first idea (about divine right), for example, does not account 
for enough of the evidence and is undermined by evidence that clearly 
doesn’t fit, such as the small size and decentering of the king and queen, and 
the large size and foregrounding of the painter himself. Rather than ignoring 
these troublesome details, the writer instead zooms in on them. She focuses 
on the painter’s representation of himself and of his employers, the king and 
queen, as the 1 for doing 10 on 1 (making a number of observations about a 
single representative piece of evidence and analyzing it in depth).

Six Steps for Finding and Evolving a Thesis in an Exploratory Draft 
Getting the thesis to respond more fully to evidence, either by formulating a 
mostly new thesis and beginning again, or by modifying the existing thesis, is 
the primary activity of conceptual revision (as opposed to correcting and edit-
ing). Your aim here is not to go round and round forever, but to go back and 
forth between thesis and evidence, evidence and thesis, allowing each, in turn, 
to adjust how you see the other, until you find the best possible fit between 
the two. As we say in the section of this chapter on the thesis as camera lens, 
the thesis not only directs a writer’s way of looking at evidence; the analysis of 
evidence should also direct and redirect—bring about revision of—the thesis.

What follows is a six-step guide for formulating and reformulating (evolv-
ing) a thesis. As an overarching guideline, allow your thesis to run up against 
potentially conflicting evidence (“but what about this?”) in order to build upon 
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and revise your initial idea, extending the range of evidence it can accurately 
account for by clarifying and qualifying its key terms.

Here is a list of the six steps:

1. Formulate a working thesis or, in revision, locate multiple and possibly 
competing thesis statements in your draft. 

2. Explain how the details you have focused on in the evidence lead to 
your working thesis. 

3. Locate evidence that is not adequately accounted for by the work-
ing thesis and pursue the implications of that evidence by repeatedly 
asking “so what?” Explain how and why these pieces of evidence compli-
cate the working thesis. 

4. Use your analysis of the complicating evidence to reformulate the the-
sis. Share with readers your reasons for moving from your initial claim 
to this reformulation. 

5. Test the adequacy of the evolved thesis by repeating steps two, three, 
and four until you are satisfied that the thesis statement accounts for 
your evidence as fully and accurately as possible. The best test of a 
thesis is to see how much of the relevant evidence it can reasonably 
account for.

6. Rewrite the draft into a more coherent and fuller analysis of evidence, 
while retaining for readers the “thesis trail”—the various steps that 
you went through along the way to formulating the thesis you ulti-
mately chose.

Step 1: Formulate a working thesis or, in revision, locate multiple and pos-
sibly competing thesis statements in your draft. 

Go through your draft and underline potential thesis statements (as we 
have done in the student’s draft). View the presence of multiple, perhaps even 
competing, theses as an opportunity rather than a problem. In an exploratory 
draft, a range of interpretations of evidence constitutes raw material, the 
records of your thinking that might be developed in a more finished draft. 

In the Las Meninas paper no single idea emerges clearly as the thesis. 
Instead, the writer has arrived (in paragraph 8) at three related but not 
entirely compatible ideas:

“I think that Velázquez wants the king to . . .” 

Thesis 1: give Velázquez “the recognition he deserves by including him 
in the ‘family’.”

Thesis 2: “show that his [Velázquez’s] status and brilliance [as an artist] 
have been appreciated.” 

Thesis 3: give Velázquez “the credit he deserved for being a loyal friend 
and servant.” 
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These three ideas about the painter’s intentions could be made to work 
together, but at present the writer is left with an uneasy fit among them. In 
order to resolve the tension among her possible thesis statements, the writer 
appears to have settled on “I think that Velazquez wants the king to give him the 
recognition he deserves by including him in the family.” This idea follows logically 
from a number of the details the writer has focused on, so it is viable as a 
working thesis—the one that she will, in revision, test against potentially 
complicating evidence and evolve.

It helps that the writer has specified her interpretive context—the painter’s 
intentions—because a writer’s awareness of her interpretive context makes 
it much easier for her to decide which details to prioritize and what kind 
of questions to ask about them. A different interpretive context for the Las 
Meninas paper, such as the history of painting techniques or the social struc-
ture of seventeenth-century royal households, would have caused the writer 
to emphasize different details and arrive at different conclusions about their 
possible significance.

The success of analytical arguments often depends on a writer’s ability to 
persuade readers of the appropriateness of her choice of interpretive context. 
And so it is important for writers to ask and answer the question “In what 
context might my subject best be understood and why?”

It is okay, by the way, that the writer has not concerned herself pre-
maturely with organization, introductions, or transitions. She has instead 
allowed her draft to move freely from idea to idea as these occurred to her. 
She might not have come up with the useful ideas in paragraph 8 had she 
pressed herself to commit to any one idea (the divine right of kings idea, for 
example) too soon.

Notice that this writer has prompted a sequence of thought by using 
the word “interesting.” Repeated use of this word as a transition would not 
be adequate in a final draft because it encourages listing without explicit 
connections among claims or explanations of how each claim evolved into 
the next. In an exploratory draft, however, the word “interesting” keeps the 
writer’s mind open to possibilities and allows her to try on various claims 
without worrying prematurely about whether her tentative claims are right 
or wrong.

Step 2: Explain how the details you have focused on in the evidence lead to 
your working thesis. 

The writer of the Las Meninas paper has offered at least some evidence 
in support of her working thesis, “Velázquez wants the king to give him 
the recognition he deserves by including him in the family.” She notes the 
symbol on the painter’s vest, for example, which she says might have been 
added later by the king to show that the painter’s “status and brilliance 
have been appreciated.” She implies that the painter’s “confident stance” 
and “steady stare” also support her thesis. Notice, however, that she has not 
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spelled out her reasons for making this connection between her evidence 
and her claim.

Nor has she corroborated her claim about this evidence with other evi-
dence that could lend more support to her idea. Interestingly, the potential 
thesis statements advanced in paragraph 8 are not connected with the rather 
provocative details she has noted in paragraphs 6 and 7: that “Velázquez 
dominates the painting along with the little girl,” that he “takes up the whole 
left side along with his gigantic easel,” and that “the king and queen are not 
as visible as they might be” suggesting that “they are not always at the center 
where everyone would expect them to be.” 

In revision, the writer would need to find more evidence in support of her 
claim and make the links between evidence and claims more explicit. She 
would also need to tackle the complicating evidence that she leaves dangling 
in paragraphs 6 and 7, which takes us to Step 3.

Step 3: Locate evidence that is not adequately accounted for by the work-
ing thesis and pursue the implications of that evidence by repeat-
edly asking “so what?” Explain how and why these pieces of evidence 
complicate the working thesis. 

This is a key step in evolving a thesis—pursuing the piece or pieces of 
evidence that do not clearly fit with the working thesis, explaining why they 
don’t fit, and determining what their significance might actually be. For this 
purpose, the writer would need to zoom in on the details of her evidence that 
she describes in paragraphs 6 and 7 and ask “so what?” about them.

 j So what that there are size differences in the painting? What might 
large or small size mean?

 j So what that the king and queen are small, but the painter, princess, 
and dwarf (another servant) are all large and fairly equal in size and/or 
prominence? 

Proposed answer: Perhaps the king and queen have been reduced so that 
Velázquez can showcase their daughter, the princess.

Test of this answer: The size and location of the princess (center fore-
ground) seem to support this answer, as does the princess being catered to by 
the ladies in waiting. But, if the painting is meant to showcase the princess, 
what is the point of the painter’s having made himself so large?

Another possible answer: Perhaps the small size and lack of physical 
prominence of the king and queen are relatively unimportant, in which case, 
what matters is that they are a presence, always overseeing events (an idea 
implied but not developed by the writer in paragraph 6).

Test of this answer: Further support for this answer comes from the 
possibility that we are meant to see the king and queen as reflected in a 
mirror on the back wall of the painter’s studio (an idea the writer mentions), 
in which case they would be standing in front of the scene depicted in the 
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painting, literally overseeing events. There isn’t much evidence against this 
answer, except, again, for the large size of the painter, and the trivializing 
implications of the king and queen’s diminution, but these are significant 
exceptions. 

Another possible answer: Perhaps the painter is demonstrating his own 
ability to make the king and queen any size—any level of importance—he 
chooses. The king and queen are among the smallest as well as the least 
visible figures in the painting. Whether they are being exhibited as an actual 
painting on the back wall of the painter’s studio (a possibility the writer has 
not mentioned) or whether they appear as reflections in a small mirror on 
that back wall, they certainly lack stature in the painting in comparison with 
the painter, who is not only larger and more prominent than they are but also 
who, as the writer notes, “dominates the painting along with the little girl.” 
The little girl is the princess, herself, and the supposed subject of the painting 
within the painting that Velázquez is working on. 

Test: This answer about the painter demonstrating his control of the rep-
resentation of the king and queen seems credible. It has the most evidence 
in its favor and the least evidence to contradict it. The writer would probably 
want to choose this idea and would need to reformulate her thesis to better 
accommodate it, which takes us to Step 4.

Step 4: Use your analysis of the complicating evidence to reformulate the 
thesis. Share with readers your reasons for moving from your initial 
claim to this reformulation. 

On the basis of the writer’s answers in Step 3, it would appear that rather 
than showcasing royal power, the painting showcases the painter’s own 
power. This idea is not a clear fit with the writer’s working thesis about the 
painter’s intentions, that “Velazquez wants the king to give him the rec-
ognition he deserves by including him in the family.” So, what should the 
writer do?

What she should not do is beat a hasty retreat from her working thesis. 
She should use the complicating evidence to qualify, rather than abandon, 
her initial idea, which did, after all, have some evidence in its favor. Good 
writing shares with readers the thinking process that carried the writer for-
ward from one idea to the next.

The writer’s evolved thesis would need to qualify the idea of the painter 
wishing to be recognized as a loyal servant and accepted as a member of the 
family (which are, themselves, not entirely compatible ideas), since there is 
evidence in the painting suggesting a more assertive stance on the part of 
Velázquez about the importance of painters and their art. 

The writer is now ready to pursue the next step in the revision process: 
looking actively for other features of the painting that might corroborate her 
theory. This takes us to step 5, the last step the writer would need to go 
through before composing a more polished draft.
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Step 5: Test the adequacy of the evolved thesis by repeating steps two, three, 
and four until you are satisfied that the thesis statement accounts for 
your evidence as fully and accurately as possible. The best test of a thesis 
is to see how much of the relevant evidence it can reasonably account for. 

The need to find additional corroboration is especially pressing for this 
writer because her new thesis formulation that the painting demonstrates the 
artist’s power—not just his brilliance and desire for recognition—suggests an 
interpretation of the painting that would be unusual for an era in which most 
other court paintings flattered royal figures by portraying them as larger than 
life, powerful, and heroic.

It is unlikely that any thesis will explain all of the details in a subject, but 
a reasonable test of the value of one possible thesis over another is how much 
of the relevant evidence it can explain. So the writer would try to apply her 
new thesis formulation to details in the painting that have not yet received 
much attention, such as the painter’s paralleling himself with the large dwarf 
on the other side of the painting.

This pairing of dwarf and painter might initially seem to spell trouble 
for the new thesis about the painter demonstrating his power to frame the 
way the monarchs are represented. If it was, in fact, the painter’s intention to 
have his power recognized, why would he want to parallel himself—in size, 
placement, and facial expression—with a dwarf who is, presumably, a fairly 
low-level servant of the royal household, unlike the meninas, who are the 
daughters of aristocrats? so what that the dwarf is paralleled with the painter?

The writer might argue that the dwarf suggests a visual pun or riddle, 
demonstrating that in the painter’s world the small can be made large (and 
vice versa, in the case of the king and queen). No longer “dwarfed” by his sub-
ordinate role as court painter, Velázquez stands tall. If this reading is correct, 
and if it is true, as the writer suggests, that Prince Philip himself later had the 
honorary cross added to Velázquez’s vest, we might assume that the king 
either entirely missed or was able to appreciate the painter’s wit.

Similarly, another of the writer’s key observations—that the painter 
“plays” with viewers’ expectations—fits with the thesis that the painting asks 
for recognition of the artist’s power, not just his loyal service. In subverting 
viewers’ expectations both by decentering the monarchs and concealing what 
is on the easel, the painter again emphasizes his power, in this case, over 
the viewers (among whom might be the king and queen if their images on 
the back wall are mirror reflections of them standing, like us, in front of the 
painting). He is not bound by their expectations, and in fact appears to use 
those expectations to manipulate the viewers: he can make them wish to see 
something he has the power to withhold.

Step 6: Rewrite the draft into a more coherent and fuller analysis of evidence, 
while retaining for readers the “thesis trail”—the various steps that you went 
through along the way to formulating the thesis you ultimately choose. 
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It is tempting at the end of the exploratory writing process for the writer 
to simply eliminate all the ideas and analysis that did not support her final 
choice of thesis. Why should you include all six steps when you now know 
what the best version of your thesis is going to be?

Good analytical writing is collaborative. To a significant extent, good writ-
ing recreates for readers the thinking process that produced its conclusions. 
It shares with readers how a writer arrives at ideas, not just what the writer 
ultimately thinks. It takes readers along on a cognitive journey through the 
process of formulating and reformulating that results in a carefully qualified 
statement of ideas. Having made the trip, readers are more likely to appreciate 
the explanatory power of the most fully articulated statement of the thesis. 

In a final draft, a writer can capture for readers the phases of thinking 
she went through by, for example, wording the thesis as a seems to be about 
X claim (seems to be about X, but is really—or also—about y; see Chapter 5). This 
wording would allow the writer of the Las Meninas paper to share with readers 
the interesting shift she makes from the idea that the painting promotes the 
divine right of kings to the idea that it also endorses the power of the painter 
to cause people to see royalty in this light (a visual pun, as the light on the 
princess is actually produced by the painter’s brush).

The writer could also set up a thesis that puts X in tension with Y, while 
granting some validity to both. In this case, X (the painter wanting to be rec-
ognized as a member of the family) would serve as back pressure to drive Y 
(the painter wanting to demonstrate, tongue-in-cheek, the power of painters).

In an inductively organized paper, you would begin with a working the-
sis somewhat closer to the final version of the thesis than was the case in the 
exploratory draft, but you would still take the readers along on your step-by-step 
journey to your conclusions. In a deductively organized paper, wherein the the-
sis must appear from the outset in something close to its full version, you would 
still be able to show your readers how your thinking evolved. The writer of the 
Las Meninas paper could do this by beginning with details that seem to obviously 
support the thesis (large size and prominence of the painter and his easel rela-
tive to the king and queen) and then move to details (such as the large dwarf) 
that readers would be less likely to connect with the thesis without her help.

Knowing When to Stop: How Much Revising Is Enough? 
We emphasize before leaving this example that the version of the thesis we 
have just proposed is not necessarily the “right” answer. Looked at in a different 
context, the painting might have been explained primarily as a demonstra-
tion of the painter’s mastery of the tools of his trade—light, for example, and 
perspective. But our proposed revision of the thesis for the Las Meninas paper 
meets two important criteria for evaluating thesis statements:

1. It unifies the observations the writer has made. 

2. It is capable of accounting for a wide range of evidence. 
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The writer has followed through on her original desire to infer Velázquez’s 
intentions in the painting. Whether or not Velázquez consciously intended to 
make his painting a tongue-in-cheek self-advertisement, there is clearly enough 
evidence to claim plausibly that the painting can be understood in this way.

How do you know when you’ve done enough reformulating of your the-
sis and arrived at the best possible idea about your evidence? Getting the 
thesis to account for as much of the relevant evidence as possible doesn’t 
mean you need to discuss every detail of the subject. Writers must take care 
not to ignore important evidence, especially if it would alter their “case,” but 
no analysis can address everything—nor should it. Your job as a writer is to 
select those features of your subject that seem most significant and to argue 
for their significance. An analysis says to readers, in effect, “These are the 
details that best reveal the nature and meaning of my subject, or at least the 
part of the subject that I am trying to address.”

Practice Tracking Thesis Statements in Finished Drafts 
Learning to write and think in the way that the six steps recommend will take 
time, practice, and patience—especially patience with yourself. As we hope our 
example of evolving a thesis in the student draft on Las Meninas has shown, 
good ideas don’t come easily or naturally or magically, though sometimes it 
may feel that they do. Good ideas can be methodically courted, which is what 
the six steps teach you to do.

In addition to time and practice and patience, what you need are models 
of how good writers operate, how they move from evidence to idea and from 
initial formulations of ideas to better ones. Start looking for models on your 
own. When you find a smart piece of writing that you admire, look for the the-
sis in it and for the ways that the thesis evolves. Underline each occurrence of 
the thesis, taking care to note the places where the writer makes interesting 
shifts. Figure out what it was in the writer’s evidence that caused these shifts 
to happen. We call this exercise “tracking the thesis.” Once you train yourself 
to become aware of thesis statements and how they develop, you will become 
more comfortable with writing thesis statements yourself.

Tracking the Thesis in a Final Draft: The Example of In Bruges 
We offer the following student paper as an example of how you might go about 
tracking the evolution of a thesis. As you will see, the writer repeatedly tests 
the paper’s working hypothesis against evidence and arrives at an interestingly 
qualified version of his original claim. We have offered in square brackets brief 
comments on the development of the writer’s thinking.

In Bruges: Finding Hope in the Presence of the Past 

—By JaMEs PaTEFIElD 

In Bruges, a film by academy-award winning director, playwright, and Irishman Martin 
McDonagh, is obsessed with a sense of place. The city of Bruges, with its many old 
churches and old art (including a Bosch painting of the last Judgment), seems to 
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stand in the film for two starkly opposed ideas. one is that we can never escape our 
own histories—sequences of events that, once set in motion, can’t and should not 
be stopped, and can’t be changed. The other idea is that we can and must hold out 
for the possibility of change, for a future that past actions and rigid systems of value 
haven’t already set in stone. Given the film’s violence, dark comedy, and apocalyptic 
ending, it seems to offer only faint hope for change in the face of relentless cycles 
of determinism and fate. [The writer puts two conflicting interpretations in 
tension with each other and posits a working thesis that there is only faint 
hope for change.] 

In the film, hitmen Ray and Ken have been sent by their boss Harry to hide out in the 
Belgian city of Bruges after a job has gone horribly wrong because Ray has accidentally 
killed a child. While in Bruges, Ray falls in love with chloe, a Belgian drug dealer, on a 
film set. at the same time, Ken and Ray develop a strong bond while discussing Ray’s 
suicidal feelings of guilt. 

The story on some level is all about the fact that it takes place “in Bruges,” a medieval city 
that embodies the presence of the past. The presence of the past is the idea that history 
is living and shaping the present—that it is not dead or absent but very much present 
and alive, actively controlling what people do. [The writer begins to demonstrate 
that one side of the opposition gets considerable weight in the film.] We can 
see that the past is alive in the many examples of tourists visiting the city’s architecture 
and in the repeated discussions that Ken and Ray have about the tourist sites. as we also 
learn, Bruges is the crucial fairy-tale site of Harry’s happy childhood. This is why it is the 
setting for the story in the first place: because Harry, who romanticizes the past, wants 
to give Ray one fairy-tale experience before ordering his death. 

When we think about the film’s point of view on Bruges, we find that Ken (and the 
cinematographer for the film) loves it while Ray hates it. This conflict defines the relationship 
between Ray and Ken that develops throughout the film, with Ray holding onto the present 
and Ken holding onto the past. The city and the relationship between the characters are 
intimately intertwined. [Here the writer makes overt the two main characters’ 
positions in the tension between closed past and future possibility.] 

It is crucial to know that Harry is set on killing Ray because Harry operates on a system 
of ethics and justice that operates on “honor.” In this system, Ray can only pay for his 
sin of killing a child by dying himself. This comes into conflict with Ken and his system 
of justice/ethics when Ken refuses to kill Ray because he believes that Ray “has the 
capacity to change [and] do something decent with his life.” Ken’s system of ethics 
operates on an idea of choice, hope for personal change, and a future that is not 
already set in stone. In this way, it comes head to head with Harry’s “honor” principles 
in the film. If we can read Ken as the most overtly religious character in the film, given 
his affinity for sightseeing catholic churches and medieval catholic art, we can then 
see Ken and Harry’s conflict as one of a religious “spirit of the law” versus an honor-
driven “letter of the law.” (see 2 corinthians 3:6.) [Here the writer offers another 
version of the binary that is central to his interpretation.] 
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Ray’s guilt and the discussions it brings about in turn connect us back to Bruges as a 
symbolic location. Given that these churches are specifically identified as catholic, we can 
link them back to a consistent theme of guilt, death, sin, and judgment. churches are, 
after all, not tourist sites in the same way that something like the Empire state Building or 
the statue of liberty are. churches imply a sense of pilgrimage for the characters—that 
they are going on a religious journey ending in enlightenment. The churches are refuges 
for Ken. They offer alternatives to a present that for Ken seems out of control and immoral. 

When Ken receives orders from Harry to kill Ray, he is unwilling to obey, choosing 
instead to confront Harry. Harry in turn comes to Bruges to kill Ken for not killing 
Ray. The resulting showdown leads to Ken sacrificing his life to save Ray, Harry killing 
himself because of his own unyielding code of honor-driven ethics, and Ray being 
severely wounded as he is put onto oxygen in an ambulance, left with the hope of a 
new life and potential change. 

In this conclusion, the film is fairly clear that Ken wins the ethics battle I’ve just laid 
out. Even though Ken dies, he does so by staying true to his code of ethics, in which 
preserving the potential for life and change is more important than rigid codes of honor. 
Harry’s code of ethics also leads to his death but in a much more ironic way. When he is 
pursuing Ray in the final moments of the film, Harry accidentally kills Jimmy, a dwarf on 
the film set. When this happens, Harry thinks that he has killed a child in much the same 
way that Ray had in the opening scene, and he immediately kills himself, explaining 
“you’ve got to stick to your principles” before he blows his own head completely off. 

This brings us to a way to interpret the ending of the film, which I think is actually 
quite hopeful in a situation without much hope. at the end of the film most of the 
main characters are dead, and Ray is being carried into an ambulance with three or 
four bullet wounds in his torso. one school of thought could say that the fact that 
the film ends with Ray’s voiceover saying “I really hoped I wouldn’t die” points to an 
interpretation that he dies and his ghost is narrating the story to us via voiceover. This 
interpretation seems a little bleak, however. after all, what good is Ken’s sacrifice of 
his life if Ray dies almost immediately afterwards? [Here the writer finds some 
evidence for his initial point that there is only faint hope in the film.] 

on this note, I would like to instead point to Ken’s victory over Harry as a signpost 
for hope at the end of the film. If the film endorses Ken’s viewpoint that Ray’s 
undetermined future and possibility for change are worth dying for, the film must be 
holding out Ray’s survival as a hopeful way of escaping the presence of the past. 

In the last few moments of Ray’s voiceover, as he’s wheeled on a gurney towards the 
ambulance, he talks about how Bruges must be Hell. In this version of Hell, the past 
creates a vicious cycle in which we become trapped in our own histories, our own 
primal sins that we can never escape or gain forgiveness from. In In Bruges, however, 
Ray’s primal sin of killing the child is ironically and finally reenacted by Harry, the 
person who is rendering justice for that very sin. [The writer sees that Harry’s 
choice to die by his own relentless code for what we see as a mistake starts 
to erode the film’s support for the position that Harry represents.] 
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Finally, it is significant that the last scene of In Bruges takes place on a film set—the film set 
of a Belgian dream sequence that describes and alludes to the last Judgment, the end of 
time at which all humanity will be judged by God. This makes sense, given the references 
to the medieval painter Bosch and his painting, “The last Judgment,” which is showcased 
and discussed earlier in the film in relation to Ray’s guilt and anxiety. The last judgment or 
final say of the film happens when the painting of “The last Judgment” comes to life in the 
form of the film actors, who are dressed in costumes taken from Bosch’s painting. [Here 
the writer sees that the idea of final judgments is being presented quasi-
comically as a fiction, something that takes place on a fantasy film set.] 

With all of this in mind, we come back to Ray’s last line, “I really hoped I wouldn’t die.” 
This line remains unresolved by the film, in the sense that we almost expect Ray to 
say “and I didn’t,” or “But I did.” The fact that this line remains unresolved makes its 
meaning open for interpretation and not predetermined, and thus a match for Ken’s 
code of ethics. lastly, even though Ray’s line, “I really hoped I wouldn’t die,” ends on the 
word “die,” it is more important that we look at the main verb of this sentence: “hope.” 
This breakdown of the sentence is modeling on a smaller scale what the film is trying 
to say: that in the end, “hope” in the face of “dying” is all we can cling to and count on. 
In this way, we can view the ending of the film as offering hope for change and belief 
in potential—a breaking of old irreconcilable cycles of sin and punishment. This hope 
the film posits as necessary because without it we are held inescapably hostage to a 
cyclical repetition of our own histories and past deeds. [The writer has arrived at 
an evolved version of his opening claim about hope, which he now sees as 
less faint than it had initially appeared.] (Reprinted by permission of the author.)

Recognizing and Fixing Weak Thesis Statements 
This closing section of the chapter provides a revision-oriented treatment of the 
five most common kinds of weak thesis statements. Typically, a weak thesis is 
an unproductive claim because it doesn’t actually require further thinking or 
proof, as, for example, “An important part of one’s college education is learning 
to better understand others’ points of view” (a piece of conventional wisdom 
that most people would already accept as true, and thus not in need of arguing).

FIVE KINDS OF WEAK THESIS STATEMENTS

1. A thesis that makes no claim (“This paper examines the pros and 
cons of”) 

2. A thesis that is obviously true or a statement of fact (“Exercise is good 
for you”) 

3. A thesis that restates conventional wisdom (“Love conquers all”) 

4. A thesis that offers personal conviction as the basis for the claim 
(“Shopping malls are wonderful places”) 

5. A thesis that makes an overly broad claim (“Individualism is good”) 
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Weak Thesis Type 1: The Thesis Makes No Claim 

Problem Examples

I’m going to write about Darwin’s concerns with evolution in The Origin 
of Species.

This paper addresses the characteristics of a good corporate manager. 

Both problem examples name a subject and link it to the intention to 
write about it, but they don’t make any claim about the subject. As a result, 
they direct neither the writer nor the reader toward some position or orga-
nizational plan. Even if the second example were rephrased as “This paper 
addresses why a good corporate manager needs to learn to delegate respon-
sibility,” the thesis would not adequately suggest why such a claim would 
need to be argued or defended. There is, in short, nothing at stake, no issue 
to be resolved. 

Solution: Raise specific issues for the essay to explore.

Solution Examples

Darwin’s concern with survival of the fittest in The Origin of Species ini-
tially leads him to neglect a potentially conflicting aspect of his theory 
of evolution—survival as a matter of interdependence.

The very trait that makes for an effective corporate manager—the drive 
to succeed—can also make the leader domineering and, therefore, 
ineffective.

Some disciplines expect writers to offer statements of method and/or 
intention in their papers’ openings. Generally, however, these openings also 
make a claim: for example, “In this paper, I examine how Congressional 
Republicans undermined the attempts of the Democratic administration to 
legislate a fiscally responsible health care policy for the elderly,” not “In this 
paper, I discuss America’s treatment of the elderly.” 

Weak Thesis Type 2: The Thesis Is Obviously True or Is  
a Statement of Fact 

Problem Examples

The jean industry targets its advertisements to appeal to young adults.
The flight from teaching to research and publishing in higher education is 

a controversial issue in the academic world. I will show different views 
and aspects concerning this problem.

A thesis needs to be an assertion with which it would be possible for 
readers to disagree.

In the second example, few readers would disagree with the fact that the 
issue is “controversial.” In the second sentence of that example, the writer has 
begun to identify a point of view—that the flight from teaching is a problem—but 
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her declaration that she will “show different views and aspects” is a broad 
statement of fact, not an idea. The phrasing of the claim is noncommittal and 
so broad that it prevents the writer from formulating a workable thesis. 

Solution: Find some avenue of inquiry—a question about the facts or an 
issue raised by them. Make an assertion with which it would be possible for 
readers to disagree.

Solution Examples

By inventing new terms, such as “loose fit” and “relaxed fit,” the jean indus-
try has attempted to normalize, even glorify, its product for an older and 
fatter generation.

The “flight from teaching” to research and publishing in higher education 
is a controversial issue in the academic world. As I will attempt to show, 
the controversy is based to a significant degree on a false assumption, 
that doing research necessarily leads teachers away from the classroom.

Weak Thesis Type 3: The Thesis Restates Conventional Wisdom 

Problem Example

“I was supposed to bring the coolers; you were supposed to bring the chips!” 
exclaimed ex-Beatle Ringo Starr, who appeared on TV commercials for Sun 
County Wine Coolers a few years ago. By using rock music to sell a wide 
range of products, the advertising agencies, in league with corporate giants 
such as Pepsi, Michelob, and Ford, have corrupted the spirit of rock and roll.

“Conventional wisdom” is a polite term for cultural cliché. Most clichés 
were fresh ideas once, but over time they have become trite, prefabricated 
forms of nonthinking. Faced with a phenomenon that requires a response, 
inexperienced writers sometimes resort to a small set of culturally approved 
“answers.” Because conventional wisdom is so general and so commonly 
accepted, however, it doesn’t teach anybody—including the writer—anything. 
Worse, because the cliché looks like an idea, it prevents the writer from 
engaging in a fresh exploration of his or her subject.

There is some truth in both of the preceding problem examples, but nei-
ther complicates its position. A thoughtful reader could, for example, respond 
to the advertising example by suggesting that rock and roll was highly com-
mercial long before it colonized the airwaves. The conventional wisdom that 
rock and roll is somehow pure and honest while advertising is phony and 
exploitative invites the savvy writer to formulate a thesis that overturns these 
clichés. It could be argued that rock has actually improved advertising, not 
that ads have ruined rock—or, alternatively, that rock has shrewdly marketed 
idealism to gullible consumers. At the least, a writer committed to the origi-
nal thesis would do better to examine what Ringo was selling—what he/wine 
coolers stand for in this particular case—than to discuss rock and advertising 
in such predictable terms.
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Solution: Seek to complicate—see more than one point of view on—your 
subject. Avoid conventional wisdom unless you can qualify it or introduce a 
fresh perspective on it.

Solution Example

While some might argue that the presence of rock and roll soundtracks 
in TV commercials has corrupted rock’s spirit, this point of view not only 
misrepresents the history of rock but also ignores the improvements 
that the music has brought to the quality of television advertising.

Weak Thesis Type 4: The Thesis Bases Its Claim 
on Personal Conviction 

Problem Examples

Sir Thomas More’s Utopia proposes an unworkable  set of solutions to soci-
ety’s problems because, like communist Russia, it suppresses individualism.

Although I agree with Jeane Kirkpatrick’s argument that environmentalists and 
business should work together to ensure the ecological future of the world, 
and that this cooperation is beneficial for both sides, the indisputable fact is 
that environmental considerations should always be a part of any decision 
that is made. Any individual, if he looks deeply enough into his soul, knows 
what is right and what is wrong. The environment should be protected 
because it is the right thing to do, not because someone is forcing you to do it.

Like conventional wisdom, personal likes and dislikes can lead inexpe-
rienced writers into knee-jerk reactions of approval or disapproval, often 
expressed in a moralistic tone. The writers of the preceding problem exam-
ples assume that their primary job is to judge their subjects, or testify to 
their worth, not to evaluate them analytically. They have taken personal 
opinions for self-evident truths. (See Naturalizing Our Assumptions in 
Chapter 1.)

The most blatant version of this tendency occurs in the second problem 
example, which asserts, “Any individual, if he looks deeply enough into his 
soul, knows what is right and what is wrong. The environment should be 
protected because it is the right thing to do.” Translation (only slightly exag-
gerated): “Any individual who thinks about the subject will obviously agree 
with me because my feelings and convictions feel right to me and therefore 
they must be universally and self-evidently true.” Testing an idea against 
your own feelings and experience is not an adequate means of establishing 
whether something is accurate or true.

Solution: Try on other points of view honestly and dispassionately; treat 
your ideas as hypotheses to be tested rather than obvious truths. In the 
following solution examples, we have replaced opinions (in the form of self-
evident truths) with ideas—theories about the meaning and significance of 
the subjects that are capable of being supported and qualified by evidence.
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Solution Examples

Sir Thomas More’s Utopia treats individualism as a serious but remediable 
social problem. His radical treatment of what we might now call “socializa-
tion” attempts to redefine the meaning and origin of individual identity.

Although I agree with Jeane Kirkpatrick’s argument that environmentalists 
and business should work together to ensure the ecological future of 
the world, her argument undervalues the necessity of pressuring busi-
nesses to attend to environmental concerns that may not benefit them 
in the short run.

Weak Thesis Type 5: The Thesis Makes an Overly Broad Claim 

Problem Examples

Violent revolutions have had both positive and negative results for man.
Othello is a play about love and jealousy.

Overly generalized theses avoid complexity. Such statements usually 
lead either to say-nothing theses or to reductive either/or thinking. Similar 
to a thesis that makes no claim, theses with overly broad claims say noth-
ing in particular about the subject at hand and so are not likely to guide a 
writer’s thinking beyond the listing stage. One of the best ways to avoid draft-
ing overly broad thesis statements is to sensitize yourself to the characteristic 
phrasing of such theses: “both positive and negative,” “many similarities 
and differences,” “both pros and cons.” Virtually everything from meatloaf  
to taxes can be both positive and negative.

Solution: Convert broad categories and generic claims to more specific, 
more qualified assertions; find ways to bring out the complexity of your 
subject.

Solution Examples

Although violent revolutions begin to redress long-standing inequities, 
they often do so at the cost of long-term economic dysfunction and the 
suffering that attends it.

Although Othello appears to attack jealousy, it also supports the skepti-
cism of the jealous characters over the naïveté of the lovers.

Assignment: Finding and Evolving a Thesis
Formulate and Evolve a Thesis on a Film, Painting, or Other Visual Image.

Using the model of Las Meninas, produce an interpretation of a film, painting, 
or other visual image of your choice. 

First, begin by formulating a variety of possible statements about the film 
or painting from which you would choose one to serve as a working thesis. 
These potential working theses might be in answer to the question “What is 
the film/painting about?” or “What does it ‘say’?” Or you might begin by doing 
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the method to uncover pattern of repetition or contrast you have observed and 
can then explain. 

Obviously, this assignment could be adapted to other subjects—an essay, 
the coverage of a current event, etc. Here are some specific suggestions: 

 j The contemporary appeal of a cartoon or other popular television 
character 

 j Differences in political rhetoric between Democrats and Republicans 
on the same issue

 j The rhetoric of a popular print or television ad campaign for a famil-
iar product, such as an insurance company or a soft drink or an 
automobile 

Next, follow the procedure for making the thesis evolve, using the six steps. 
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Overview This chapter’s primary heuristic offers six strategies for analyzing 
sources. The idea of the chapter is that you should learn to put your sources 
in conversation with each other and with your own ideas, rather than just 
pointing to them as answers.

The chapter also offers specific advice on how to integrate quotation and 
paraphrase into your writing and how to do in-text citation. The last section of 
the chapter shows you how to write an abstract and how to manage citation 
in the literature review that is the common opening section in formal papers 
in the sciences. The book’s next chapter—on finding and citing sources— 
provides a reference librarian’s advice on finding and evaluating sources plus 
specifics on the citation styles used by the different academic disciplines. 

Using Sources Analytically
Integrating secondary sources into your writing is often a daunting task, 
because it requires you to negotiate with authorities who generally know 
more than you do about the subject at hand. Simply ignoring sources is a 
head-in-the-sand attitude, and besides you miss out on learning what people 
interested in your subject are talking about. But what role can you invent for 
yourself when the experts are talking? Just agreeing with a source is an abdica-
tion of your responsibility to present your thinking on the subject. But taking 
the opposite tack by disagreeing with an expert who has studied your subject 
and written books about it would also appear to be a fool’s game. So what are  
you to do?

This chapter attempts to answer that question. It lays out the primary 
trouble spots that arise when writers use secondary materials, and it suggests 
remedies—ways of using sources as points of departure for your own think-
ing rather than using them as either “The Answer” or a straw man. We call 
this approach conversing with sources, which will teach you how to avoid the 
temptation to plug in sources as answers, seeing them instead as voices invit-
ing you into a community of interpretation, discussion, and debate. 

Chapter 7
Conversing with Sources:  
Writing the Researched Paper 
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The kind of writing you are doing will affect the way you use sources. 
Analytical writing uses sources to expand understanding—often to allow 
readers to view a subject from a range of plausible points of view. This 
approach differs from the kind of research-based writing wherein the goal 
is to locate a single position that beats out the others in a combative mode. 
One way that sources are often used in an academic setting is as lenses for 
examining other sources and primary materials.

We use the terms source and secondary source interchangeably to desig-
nate ideas and information about your subject that you find in the work of 
other writers. Secondary sources allow you to gain a richer, more informed, 
and complex vantage point on your primary sources. Here’s how primary and 
secondary sources can be distinguished: if you were writing a paper on the 
philosopher Nietzsche, his writing would be your primary source, and critical 
commentaries on his work would be your secondary sources. If, however, you 
were writing on the poet Yeats, who read and was influenced by Nietzsche, 
a work of Nietzsche’s philosophy would become a secondary source of yours 
on your primary source, Yeats’s poetry.

Here are a few guidelines for using sources in analytical writing:

 j Locate and highlight what is at stake in your source. Which of its 
points does the source find most important? What positions does it 
want to modify or refute, and why? (See the pitch, the complaint, and the 
moment in Chapter 2.)

 j Look for ways to develop, modify, or apply what a source has said, 
rather than simply agreeing or disagreeing with it.

 j If you challenge a position found in a source, be sure to represent it fairly. 
First, give the source some credit by identifying assumptions you share 
with it. Then, isolate the part that you intend to complicate or dispute.

 j Look for sources that address your subject from different perspectives. 
Avoid relying too heavily on any one source. Aim to synthesize these 
perspectives: what is the common ground?

 j When your sources disagree, consider playing mediator. Instead of 
immediately agreeing with one or the other, clarify areas of agreement 
and disagreement among them.

“Source Anxiety” and What to Do About It 
Typically, inexperienced writers either use sources as “answers”—they let the 
sources do too much of their thinking—or ignore them altogether as a way of 
avoiding losing their own ideas. Both of these approaches are understandable 
but inadequate.

Confronted with the seasoned views of experts in a discipline, you may well 
feel that there is nothing left for you to say because it has all been said before or, 
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at least, it has been said by people who greatly outweigh you in reputation and 
experience. This anxiety explains why so many writers surrender to the role of 
conduit for the voices of the experts, providing little more than conjunctions 
between quotations. So why not avoid what other people have said? Won’t this 
avoidance ensure that your ideas will be original and that, at the same time, you 
will be free from the danger of getting brainwashed by some expert?

The answer is no. If you don’t consult what others have said, you run at 
least two risks: you will waste your time reinventing the wheel, and you will 
undermine your analysis (or at least leave it incomplete) by not consider-
ing information and ideas commonly discussed in the field. By remaining 
unaware of existing thinking, you choose, in effect, to stand outside of the 
conversation that others interested in the subject are having. 

It is possible to find a middle ground between developing an idea that is 
entirely independent of what experts have written on a subject and producing 
a paper that does nothing but repeat other people’s ideas. A little research—
even if it’s only an hour’s browse in the relevant databases on your library’s 
website—will virtually always raise the level of what you have to say above 
what it would have been if you had consulted only the information and opin-
ions that you carry around in your head.

A good rule of thumb for coping with source anxiety is to formulate a 
tentative position on your topic before you consult secondary sources. In 
other words, give yourself time to do some preliminary thinking. Try writing 
informally about your topic, analyzing some piece of pertinent information 
already at your disposal. That way you will have your initial responses written 
down to weigh in relation to what others have said. 

The Conversation Analogy 
Now, let’s turn to the major problem in using sources—a writer leaving the 
experts he or she cites to speak for themselves. In this situation, the writer 
characteristically makes a generalization in his or her own words, juxtaposes 
it to a quotation or other reference from a secondary source, and assumes that 
the meaning of the reference will be self-evident. This practice not only leaves 
the connection between the writer’s thinking and his or her source material 
unstated, but also substitutes mere repetition of someone else’s viewpoint for 
a more active interpretation. The source has been allowed to have the final 
word, with the effect that it stops the discussion and the writer’s thinking.

First and foremost, then, you need to do something with the reading. Clarify 
the meaning of the material you have quoted, paraphrased, or summarized 
and explain its significance in light of your evolving thesis.

It follows that the first step in using sources effectively is to reject the 
assumption that sources provide final and complete answers. If they did, there 
would be no reason for others to continue writing on the subject. As in conver-
sation, we raise ideas for others to respond to. Accepting that no source has 
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the final word does not mean, however, that you should shift from unques-
tioning approval to the opposite pole and necessarily assume an antagonistic 
position toward all sources. Indeed, a habitually antagonistic response to oth-
ers’ ideas is just as likely to bring your conversation with your sources to a halt 
as is the habit of always assuming that the source must have the final word.

Most people would probably agree on the attributes of a really good con-
versation. There is room for agreement and disagreement, for give and take, 
among a variety of viewpoints. Generally, people don’t deliberately misun-
derstand each other, but a significant amount of the discussion may go into 
clarifying one’s own as well as others’ positions. Such conversations con-
struct a genuinely collaborative chain of thinking: Karl builds on what David 
has said, which induces Jill to respond to Karl’s comment, and so forth.

There are, of course, obvious differences between conversing aloud with 
friends and conversing on paper with sources. As a writer, you need to con-
struct the chain of thinking, orchestrate the exchange of views with and 
among your sources, and give the conversation direction. A good place to 
begin in using sources is to recognize that you need not respond to everything 
another writer says, nor do you need to come up with an entirely original 
point of view—one that completely revises or refutes the source. You are 
using sources analytically, for example, when you note that two experiments 
(or historical accounts, or whatever) are similar but have different priorities 
or that they ask similar questions in different ways. Building from this kind 
of observation, you can then analyze what these differences imply.

TWO METHODS FOR CONVERSING WITH SOURCES 

 j Choose one sentence from a secondary source and one from a primary 
source, and put these into conversation. What does each reveal about 
the other?

 j Pick one sentence from one source (A) and one from another (B): how 
does A speak to B? How does B speak to A?

Remember: go local, not global. You will be better off if you bring together two 
representative moves or ideas from the sources rather than trying to compare 
a summary of one source with a summary of another. A useful phrase here 
is “points of contact”: look for ways that an idea or observation in source A 
appears to intersect with one in source B. Then stage the conversation you can 
imagine taking place between them. 

Conversing with a Source: A Brief Example 
Consider, for example, the following quotation, the opening sentences of an 
essay entitled “Clichés” by Christopher Ricks, which is ostensibly a review of 
a reissued book on the subject:

The only way to speak of a cliché is with a cliché. So even the best writers against 
clichés are awkwardly placed. When Eric Partridge amassed his Dictionary of Cliches in 
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1940 (1978 saw its fifth edition), his introduction had no choice but to use the usual 
clichés for clichés. Yet what, as a metaphor, could be more hackneyed than  
hackneyed, more outworn than outworn, more tattered than tattered? Is there 
any point left to—or in or on—saying of a cliché that its “original point has been 
blunted”? Hasn’t this too become blunted? (Christopher Ricks, “Clichés” in The State 
of the Language, ed. Leonard Michaels and Christopher Ricks (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1980), p54) 

A writer would not want to cite this passage simply to illustrate that clichés 
are “bad”—language uses to be avoided—or to suggest, as a dictionary might, 
that a cliché is a form of expression one might call “hackneyed” or “outworn” or 
“tattered,” even though this information is clearly included in Ricks’ sentences. 
Nor would a writer simply want to reiterate Ricks’ leading claim, that “The 
only way to speak of a cliché is with a cliché,” because Ricks already said that.

Instead, you’d need to talk about how Ricks treats the topic—that he has 
uncovered a paradox, for example, in that first sentence. You might go on to 
say that his point of view provides a useful warning for those who wish to 
talk about clichés. And then you might make some inferences you could build 
on: that simply dismissing clichés on vaguely moral grounds as unoriginal 
(hackneyed) does not add anything to our knowledge, and so perhaps, it’s 
time to rethink our usual response to clichés and to see them afresh. In any 
case, as a rule of thumb, only include a quotation if you plan to say some-
thing about it. 

Ways to Use a Source as a Point of Departure 
There are many ways of approaching secondary sources, but these ways gener-
ally share a common goal: to use the source as a point of departure. In the next 
section of this chapter we offer six new strategies for analyzing sources. Here 
we offer a quick summary of strategies you’ve already encountered in this book 
that can help you make better use of sources. 

 j Make as many points as you can about a single representative passage 
from your source, and then branch out from this center to analyze 
other passages that “speak” to it in some way. (See 10 on 1 and Pan, 
Track, and Zoom in Chapter 4.)

 j Use notice and focus to identify what you find most strange in the source 
(See Chapter 1.); this will help you cultivate your curiosity about the 
source and find the critical distance necessary to thinking about it.

 j Use the method to identify the most significant organizing contrast in 
the source (See Chapter 1.); this will help you see what the source itself 
is wrestling with, what is at stake in it.

 j Apply an idea in the source to another subject. (See Applying a Reading 
as a Lens in Chapter 2.)
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 j Uncover the assumptions in the source, and then build upon the 
source’s point of view, extending its implications. (See uncovering 
assumptions in Chapter 2.)

 j Agree with most of what the source says, but take issue with one small 
part that you want to modify.

 j Identify a contradiction in the source, and explore its implications, 
without necessarily arriving at a solution.

In using a source as a point of departure you are in effect using it as a stimulus 
for having an idea. If you quote or paraphrase a source with the aim of con-
versing rather than allowing it to do your thinking for you, you will discover 
that sources can promote rather than stifle your ability to have ideas. Try to 
think of sources not as answers but as voices inviting you into a community of 
interpretation, discussion, and debate. 

Six Strategies for Analyzing Sources 
Many people never get beyond like/dislike responses with secondary materials. If 
they agree with what a source says, they say it’s “good,” and they cut and paste the 
part they can use as an answer. If the source somehow disagrees with what they 
already believe, they say it’s “bad,” and they attack it or—along with readings 
they find “hard” or “boring”—discard it. As readers they have been conditioned to 
develop a point of view on a subject without first figuring out the conversation (the 
various points of view) that their subject attracts. They assume, in other words, 
that their subject probably has a single meaning—a gist—disclosed by experts, 
who mostly agree. The six strategies that follow offer ways to avoid this trap.

Six Strategies for Analyzing Sources

Strategy 1: Make Your Sources Speak 
Strategy 2: Attend Carefully to the Language of Your Sources by  

Quoting or Paraphrasing 
Strategy 3: Supply Ongoing Analysis of Sources (Don’t Wait until the End) 
Strategy 4: Use Your Sources to Ask Questions, Not Just to  

Provide Answers
Strategy 5: Put Your Sources into Conversation with One Another 
Strategy 6: Find Your Own Role in the Conversation 

Strategy 1: Make Your Sources Speak 
Quote, paraphrase, or summarize in order to analyze—not in place of analyzing. 
Don’t assume that either the meaning of the source material or your reason 
for including it is self-evident. Stop yourself from the habit of just stringing 
together citations for which you provide little more than conjunctions. Instead, 
explain to your readers what the quotation or paraphrase or summary of the 
source means. What elements of it do you find interesting or revealing or 
strange? Emphasize how those affect your evolving thesis.
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In making a source speak, focus on articulating how the source has led to 
the conclusion you draw from it. Beware of simply putting a generalization 
and a quotation next to each other (juxtaposing them) without explaining the 
connection. Instead fill the crucial site between claim and evidence with your 
thinking. Consider this problem in the following paragraph from a student’s 
paper on political conservatism.

Edmund Burke’s philosophy evolved into contemporary American conservative 
ideology. There is an important distinction between philosophy and political ideology: 
philosophy is “the knowledge of general principles that explain facts and existences.” 
Political ideology, on the other hand, is “an overarching conception of society, a 
stance that is reflected in numerous sectors of social life” (Edwards 22). Therefore, 
conservatism should be regarded as an ideology rather than a philosophy.

The final sentence offers the writer’s conclusion—what the source information 
has led him to—but how did it get him there? The writer’s choice of the word 
“therefore” indicates to the reader that the idea following it is the result of a pro-
cess of logical reasoning, but this reasoning has been omitted. Instead, the writer 
assumes that the reader will be able to connect the quotations with his conclu-
sion. The writer needs to make the quotation speak by analyzing its key terms 
more closely. What is “an overarching conception of society,” and how does 
it differ from “knowledge of general principles”? More important, what is the 
rationale for categorizing conservatism as either an ideology or a philosophy?

Here, by contrast, is a writer who makes her sources speak. Focus on how 
she integrates analysis with quotation.

Stephen Greenblatt uses the phrase “self-fashioning” to refer to an idea he believes 
developed during the Renaissance—the idea that one’s identity is not created or 
born but rather shaped, both by one’s self and by others. The idea of self-fashioning 
is incorporated into an attitude toward literature that has as its ideal what Greenblatt 
calls “poetics of culture.” A text is examined with three elements in mind: the author’s 
own self, the cultural self-fashioning process that created that self, and the author’s 
reaction to that process. Because our selves, like texts, are “fashioned,” an author’s life is 
just as open to interpretation as that of a literary character.

If this is so, then biography does not provide a repository of unshakeable facts from 
which to interpret an author’s work. Greenblatt criticizes the fact that the methods of 
literary interpretation are applied just to art and not to life. As he observes, “We wall 
off literary symbolism from the symbolic structures operative elsewhere, as if art alone 
were a human creation” (Begley 37). If the line between art and life is indeed blurred, 
then we need a more complex model for understanding the relationship between the 
life and work of an author.

In this example, the writer shows us how her thinking has been stimulated by 
the source. At the end of the first paragraph and the beginning of the second, 
for example, she not only specifies what she takes to be the meaning of the 
quotation but also draws a conclusion about its implications (that the facts of 
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an author’s life, like his or her art, require interpretation). And this manner of 
proceeding is habitual: the writer repeats the pattern in the second paragraph, 
moving beyond what the quotation says to explore what its logic suggests.

Strategy 2: Attend Carefully to the Language of Your Sources  
by Quoting or Paraphrasing  
Rather than generalizing broadly about ideas in your sources, you should spell 
out what you think is significant about their key words. In those disciplines in 
which it is permissible, quote sources if the actual language that they use is important 
to your point. 

Generally, disciplines in the humanities expect you to quote as well as 
paraphrase, while in the social sciences, students are encouraged to para-
phrase, not quote.

Quoting and paraphrasing have the benefit of helping writers to represent 
the views of their sources fairly and accurately. In situations in which quoting 
is not allowed—such as in the report format in psychology—you still need to 
attend carefully to the meaning of key words in order to arrive at a summary 
or paraphrase that is not overly general. As we have suggested repeatedly, 
paraphrasing provides an ideal way to begin interpreting, because the act of 
careful rephrasing usually illuminates attitudes and assumptions implicit in 
a text. It is almost impossible not to have ideas and not to see the questions 
when you start paraphrasing.

Another reason that quoting and paraphrasing are important is that 
your analysis of a source will nearly always benefit from attention to the way 
the source represents its position. Although focusing on the manner of pre-
sentation matters more with some sources than with others—more with a 
poem or scholarly article in political science than with a paper in the natural  
sciences—the information is never wholly separable from how it is expressed. If 
you are going to quote Newsweek on Pakistan, for example, you will be encoun-
tering not “the truth” about American involvement in this Asian nation but 
rather one particular representation of the situation—in this case, one crafted 
to meet or shape the expectations of mainstream popular culture. Similarly, if 
you quote President Obama on terrorism, what probably matters most is that 
the president chose particular words to represent—and promote—the govern-
ment’s position. It is not neutral information. The person speaking and the 
kind of source in which his or her words appear usually acquire added signifi-
cance when you make note of these words rather than just summarizing them.

In sum, you should aim to:

 j Quote, paraphrase, or summarize in order to analyze. Explain what you 
take the source to mean, showing the reasoning that has led to the 
conclusion you draw from it.

 j Quote sparingly. You are usually better off centering your analysis 
on a few quotations, analyzing their key terms, and branching out to 
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aspects of your subject that the quotations illuminate. (Remember that 
not all disciplines allow direct quotation.)

 j Recognize the value of close paraphrasing. You will almost invari-
ably begin to interpret a source once you start paraphrasing its key 
language.

Strategy 3: Supply Ongoing Analysis of Sources  
(Don’t Wait Until the End) 
Unless disciplinary conventions dictate otherwise, analyze as you quote or 
paraphrase a source, rather than summarizing everything first and leaving 
your analysis for the end. A good conversation does not consist of long mono-
logues alternating among the speakers. Participants exchange views, query, 
and modify what other speakers have said. Similarly, when you orchestrate 
conversations with and among your sources, you need to integrate your analy-
sis into your presentation of them.

In supplying ongoing analysis, you are much more likely to explain how 
the information in the sources fits into your unfolding presentation, and your 
readers will be more likely to follow your train of thought and grasp the logic 
of your organization. You will also prevent yourself from using the sources 
simply as an answer. A good rule of thumb in this regard is to force yourself to 
ask and answer “so what?” at the ends of paragraphs. In laying out your analy-
sis, however, take special care to distinguish your voice from the sources. (For 
discussion of integrating your own language with language from your sources, 
see Integrating Quotations Into Your Paper later in this chapter.) 

In the following Voice from Across the Curriculum, psychology professor 
Alan Tjeltveit offers a tip about how members of his discipline orchestrate a 
number of sources on more than one topic.

VOICES FROM ACROSS THE CURRICULUM 

Bringing Sources Together: A Psychology Professor Speaks 
Avoid serial citation summaries; that is, rather than discussing what Author A found, 
then what Author B found, then what Author C found, and so forth, integrate material 
from all of your sources. For instance, if writing about the cause and treatment of a 
disorder, discuss what all authors say about cause, then what all authors say about 
treatment, and so forth, addressing any contradictions or tensions among authors.

—ALAN TJELTvEiT, PROFESSOR OF PSYChOLOgY 

Strategy 4: Use Your Sources to Ask Questions,  
Not Just to Provide Answers 
Use your selections from sources as a means of raising issues and questions. 
Avoid the temptation to plug in such selections as answers that require no fur-
ther commentary or elaboration. You will no doubt find viewpoints you believe 
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to be valid, but it is not enough to drop these answers from the source into 
your own writing at the appropriate spots. You need to do something with the 
reading, even with those sources that seem to have said what you want to say.

As long as you consider only the source in isolation, you may not dis-
cover much to say about it. Once you begin considering it in other contexts 
and with other sources, you may begin to see aspects of your subject that 
your source does not adequately address. Having recognized that the source 
does not answer all questions, you should not conclude that the source is 
“wrong”—only that it is limited in some ways. Discovering such limitations is 
in fact advantageous, because it can lead you to identify a place from which 
to launch your own analysis.

It does not necessarily follow that your analysis will culminate in an 
answer to replace those offered by your sources. Often—in fact, far more 
often than many writers suspect—it is enough to discover issues or prob-
lems and raise them clearly. Phrasing explicitly the issues and questions that 
remain implicit in a source is an important part of what analytical writers do, 
especially with cases in which there is no solution, or at least none that can 
be presented in a relatively short paper. Here, for example, is how the writer 
on Stephen Greenblatt’s concept of self-fashioning concludes her essay:

It is not only the author whose role is complicated by New Historicism; the critic also is 
subject to some of the same qualifications and restrictions. According to Adam Begley, 
“it is the essence of the new-historicist project to uncover the moments at which 
works of art absorb and refashion social energy, an endless process of circulation and 
exchange” (39). In other words, the work is both affected by and affects the culture. But 
if this is so, how then can we decide which elements of culture (and text) are causes 
and which are effects? If we add the critic to this picture, the process does indeed 
appear endless. The New Historicists’ relationship with their culture infuses itself into 
their assessment of the Renaissance, and this assessment may in turn become part of 
their own self-fashioning process, which will affect their interpretations, and so forth. . . .

Notice that this writer incorporates the quotation into her own chain of think-
ing. By paraphrasing the quotation (“In other words”), she arrives at a question 
(“how then”) that follows as a logical consequence of accepting its position 
(“but if this is so”). Note, however, that she does not then label the quotation 
right or wrong. Instead, she tries to figure out to what position it might lead 
and to what possible problems.

By contrast, the writer of the following excerpt, from a paper comparing 
two films aimed at teenagers, settles for plugging in sources as answers and 
consequently does not pursue the questions implicit in her quotations.

In both films, the adults are one-dimensional caricatures, evil beings whose only goal 
in life is to make the kids’ lives a living hell. In Risky Business, director Paul Brickman’s 
solution to all of Joel’s problems is to have him hire a prostitute and then turn his 
house into a whorehouse. Of course, as one critic observes, “the prostitutes who 
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make themselves available to his pimply faced buddies are all centerfold beauties: 
elegant, svelte, benign and unquestionably healthy (after all, what does V.D. have 
to do with prostitutes?)” (Gould 41)—not exactly a realistic or legal solution. Allan 
Moyle, the director of Pump Up the Volume, provides an equally unrealistic solution to 
Mark’s problem. According to David Denby, Moyle “offers self-expression as the cure 
to adolescent funk. Everyone should start his own radio station and talk about his 
feelings” (59). Like Brickman, Moyle offers solutions that are neither realistic nor legal.

This writer is having a hard time figuring out what to do with sources that 
offer well-phrased and seemingly accurate answers (such as “self-expression 
is the cure to adolescent funk”). She settles for the bland conclusion that films 
aimed at teenagers are not “realistic”—an observation that most readers would 
already recognize as true. But unlike the writer of the previous example, she 
does not ask herself, “If this is true, then what follows?” Some version of the 
so what? question might have led her to inquire how the illegality of the solu-
tions is related to their unrealistic quality. So what, for example, that the main 
characters in both films are not marginalized as criminals and made to suffer 
for their illegal actions, but rather are celebrated as heroes? What different 
kinds of illegality do the two films apparently condone, and how might these 
be related to the different decades in which each film was produced? Rather 
than use her sources to think with, in order to clarify or complicate the issues, 
the writer has used them to confirm a fairly obvious generalization.

Strategy 5: Put Your Sources Into Conversation with One Another 
Rather than limiting yourself to agreeing or disagreeing with your sources, aim 
for conversation with and among them. Although it is not wrong to agree or 
disagree with your sources, it is wrong to see these as your only possible moves. 
It is okay to summarize a position that you intend to challenge in a carefully 
qualified way. It is not okay to construct a “dummy” position specifically in 
order to knock it down (a practice sometimes known as a straw man). 

As this analogy suggests, setting up a straw man can be dangerous. If you 
do not fairly represent and put into context the straw man’s argument, you 
risk encouraging readers to dismiss your counterargument as a cheap shot 
and to dismiss you for being reductive. On the other hand, if you spend a great 
deal of time detailing the straw man’s position, you risk losing momentum in 
developing your own point of view. 

In any case, if you are citing a source in order to frame the discussion, 
the more reasonable move is both to agree and disagree with it. First, identify 
shared premises; give the source some credit. Then distinguish the part of what 
you have cited that you intend to develop or complicate or dispute. This method 
of proceeding is obviously less combative than the typically blunt straw man 
approach; it verges on conversation.

In the following passage from a student’s paper on Darwin’s theory 
of evolution, the student clearly recognizes that he needs to do more 
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than summarize what Darwin says, but he seems not to know any way of 
conversing with his source other than indicating his agreement and dis-
agreement with it.

The struggle for existence also includes the dependence of one being on another 
being to survive. Darwin also believes that all organic beings tend to increase. I do 
not fully agree with Darwin’s belief here. I cannot conceive of the fact of all beings 
increasing in number. Darwin goes on to explain that food, competition, climate, and 
the location of a certain species contribute to its survival and existence in nature. I 
believe that this statement is very valid and that it could be very easily understood 
through experimentation in nature.

This writer’s use of the word “here” in his third sentence is revealing. He is 
tagging summaries of Darwin with what he seems to feel is an obligatory 
response—a polite shake or nod of the head: “I can’t fully agree with you 
there, Darwin, but here I think you might have a point.” The writer’s tentative 
language lets us see how uncomfortable, even embarrassed, he feels about 
venturing these judgments on a subject that is too complex for this kind of 
response. It’s as though the writer moves along, talking about Darwin’s theory 
for a while, and then says to himself, “Time for a response,” and lets a particular 
summary sentence trigger a yes/no switch. Having pressed that switch, which 
he does periodically, the writer resumes his summary, having registered—
but not having analyzed—his own interjections. There is no reasoning in a 
chain from his own observations, just random insertions of unanalyzed agree/ 
disagree responses.

Here, by contrast, is the introduction of an essay that uses summary to 
frame the conversation that the writer is preparing to have with her source.

In Renaissance Thought: The Classic, Scholastic and Humanist Strains, Paul Kristeller 
responds to two problems that he perceives in Renaissance scholarship. The first is 
the haze of cultural meaning surrounding the word “humanism”: he seeks to clarify 
the word and its origins, as well as to explain the apparent lack of religious concern in 
humanism. Kristeller also reacts to the notion of humanism as an improvement upon 
medieval Aristotelian scholasticism.

Rather than leading with her own beliefs about the source, the writer empha-
sizes the issues and problems she believes are central in it. Although the 
writer’s position on her source is apparently neutral, she is not summarizing 
passively. In addition to making choices about what is especially significant 
in the source, she has also located it within the conversation that its author, 
Kristeller, was having with his own sources—the works of other scholars whose 
view of humanism he wants to revise (“Kristeller responds to two problems”).

As an alternative to formulating your opinion of the sources, try con-
structing the conversation that you think the author of one of your sources 
might have with the author of another. How might they recast each other’s 
ideas, as opposed to merely agreeing or disagreeing with those ideas? Notice 
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how, later in the paper, the writer uses this strategy to achieve a clearer pic-
ture of Kristeller’s point of view:

Unlike Kristeller, Tillyard [in The Elizabethan World Picture] also tries to place the seeds 
of individualism in the minds of the medievals. “Those who know most about the 
Middle Ages,” he claims, “now assure us that humanism and a belief in the present life 
were powerful by the 12th century” (30). Kristeller would undoubtedly reply that it was 
scholasticism, lacking the humanist emphasis on individualism, that was powerful in 
the Middle Ages. True humanism was not evident in the Middle Ages.

In Kristeller’s view, Tillyard’s attempts to assign humanism to medievals are not only 
unwarranted, but also counterproductive. Kristeller ends his chapter on “Humanism 
and Scholasticism” with an exhortation to “develop a kind of historical pluralism. It is 
easy to praise everything in the past that appears to resemble certain favorable ideas 
of our own time, or to ridicule and minimize everything that disagrees with them. 
This method is neither fair nor helpful” (174). Tillyard, in trying to locate humanism 
within the medieval world, allows the value of humanism to supersede the worth of 
medieval scholarship. Kristeller argues that there is inherent worth in every intellectual 
movement, not simply in the ones that we find most agreeable.

Kristeller’s work is valuable to us primarily for its forthright definition of humanism. 
Tillyard has cleverly avoided this undertaking: he provides many textual references, 
usually with the companion comment that “this is an example of Renaissance humanism,” 
but he never overtly and fully formulates the definition in the way that Kristeller does.

As this excerpt makes evident, the writer has found something to say about 
her source by putting it into conversation with another source with which she 
believes her source, Kristeller, would disagree (“Kristeller would undoubtedly 
reply”). Although it seems obvious that the writer prefers Kristeller to Tillyard, 
her agreement with him is not the main point of her analysis. She focuses 
instead on foregrounding the problem that Kristeller is trying to solve and on 
relating that problem to different attitudes toward history. In so doing, she 
is deftly orchestrating the conversation between her sources. Her next step 
would be to distinguish her position from Kristeller’s. Having used Kristeller 
to get perspective on Tillyard, she now needs somehow to get perspective on 
Kristeller. The next strategy addresses this issue.

Strategy 6: Find Your Own Role in the Conversation 
Even in cases in which you find a source’s position entirely congenial, it is 
not enough simply to agree with it. This does not mean that you should feel 
compelled to attack the source but rather that you need to find something of 
your own to say about it.

In general, you have two options when you find yourself strongly in 
agreement with a source. You can (1) apply it in another context to qualify 
or expand its implications. Or you can (2) seek out other perspectives on the 
source in order to break the spell it has cast upon you. To break the spell 
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means that you will necessarily become somewhat disillusioned but not that 
you will then need to dismiss everything you previously believed.

How, in the first option, do you take a source somewhere else? Rather 
than focusing solely on what you believe your source finds most important, 
locate a lesser point, not emphasized by the reading, that you find especially 
interesting and develop it further. This strategy will lead you to uncover new 
implications that depend upon your source but lie outside its own governing 
preoccupations. In the preceding humanism example, the writer might apply 
Kristeller’s principles to new geographic (rather than theoretical) areas, such 
as Germany instead of Italy.

The second option, researching new perspectives on the source, can also 
lead to uncovering new implications. Your aim need not be simply to find a 
source that disagrees with the one that has convinced you and then switch 
your allegiance, because this move would perpetuate the problem from which 
you are trying to escape. Instead, you would use additional perspectives to 
gain some critical distance from your source. An ideal way of sampling pos-
sible critical approaches to a source is to consult book reviews on it found in 
scholarly journals. Once the original source is taken down from the pedestal 
through additional reading, there is a greater likelihood that you will see how 
to distinguish your views from those it offers.

You may think, for example, that another source’s critique of your original 
source is partly valid and that both sources miss things that you could point out; 
in effect, you referee the conversation between them. The writer on Kristeller 
might play this role by asking herself: “so what that subsequent historians have 
viewed his objective—a disinterested historical pluralism—as not necessarily 
desirable and in any case impossible? How might Kristeller respond to this 
charge, and how has he responded already in ways that his critics have failed 
to notice?” Using additional research in this way can lead you to situate your 
source more fully and fairly, acknowledging its limits as well as its strengths.

In other words, this writer, in using Kristeller to critique Tillyard, has 
arrived less at a conclusion than at her next point of departure. A good rule 
to follow, especially when you find a source entirely persuasive, is that if you 
can’t find a perspective on your source, you haven’t done enough research.

In the following Voice from Across the Curriculum, molecular biologist 
Bruce Wightman suggests the range of tasks he expects students to do when 
they engage a source—not only to supply ongoing analysis of it and to consider 
its contributions in light of other research—but also to locate themselves in 
relation to the questions their analysis of the source has led them to discover.

VOICES FROM ACROSS THE CURRICULUM 

Engaging Sources in the Sciences: A Biology Professor Speaks
One of the problems with trying to read critical analyses of scientific work is that few 
scientists want to be in print criticizing their colleagues. That is, for political reasons 
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scientists who write reviews are likely to soften their criticism or even avoid it entirely 
by reporting the findings of others simply and directly. 

What I want from students in molecular biology is a critical analysis of the work they 
have researched. This can take several forms.

First, analyze what was done. What were the assumptions (hypotheses) going into the 
experiment? What was the logic of the experimental design? What were the results?

Second, evaluate the results and conclusions. How well do the results support the 
conclusions? What alternative interpretations are there? What additional experiments 
could be done to strengthen or refute the argument? This is hard, no doubt, but it is 
what you should be doing every time you read anything in science or otherwise.

Third, synthesize the results and interpretations of a given experiment in the context of 
the field. How does this study inform other studies? Even though practicing scientists 
are hesitant to do this in print, everyone does it informally in journal clubs held usually 
on a weekly basis in every lab all over the world.

—BRUCE WighTMAN, PROFESSOR OF BiOLOgY 

Using Sources Analytically: An Example 
In a recent article on thinking entitled “The Other You” that appeared in the 
journal New Scientist, the writer introduces sources in sequence, wherein each 
source offers a different researcher’s angle on the same central question: how 
is the subconscious related to the conscious activities of the mind? The writer, 
Kate Douglas, discusses the implications of each source without choosing any 
one as “the answer”:

 j “Shadlin sees the subconscious and conscious as two parts of the same 
system, rather than two separate thought processors working in the 
same machine.” 

 j “Others want to further subdivide conscious and subconscious thought 
and have come up with alternative descriptions to replace the old two-
part model.” 

 j “Peter Dayan [and colleagues] see the mind as comprising four systems.” 

 j “Dayan says that our behavior is often driven by more than one of the 
four controllers.” 

At the end of this phase of the article, Douglas then states, “Importantly, the 
subconscious isn’t the dumb cousin of the conscious, but rather a cousin with 
different skills” (Kate Douglas, “The Subconscious Mind: Your Unsung Hero,”  
New Scientist, December 1–7, 2007. vol. 196, no. 2632, p. 45.). 

As this example demonstrates, often in conversing with sources a writer 
is not staging conflicts or debates, but bringing together multiple points of 
view and offering a final synthesis. Those familiar with the popular journalist 
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Malcolm Gladwell may recognize that he is fond of this method. In books 
such as Blink, Gladwell presents one piece of research, and in making infer-
ences about it leads us to the next and often unexpectedly related piece of 
research. Part of the appeal of Gladwell’s method is how he quilts together 
a range of disparate voices into one unfolding narrative. The thinking in 
a Gladwell piece is presented in the way he connects the parts, not in the 
way that he is critiquing them, finding shortcomings, or emphasizing the 
differences. 

Integrating Quotations Into Your Paper 
An enormous number of writers lose authority and read ability because they  
have never learned how to correctly integrate quotations into their own writ-
ing. The following guidelines should help. (For more detail on different citation 
styles, see Chapter 8.) The primary rules of thumb here are that you should:

 j Tell your readers in the text of your paper, not just in citations, when 
you are using someone else’s words, ideas, or information; rewording 
someone else’s idea doesn’t make it your idea.

 j Always attach a quotation to some of your own language; never let it 
stand as its own sentence in your text. 

1. Acknowledge sources in your text, not just in citations. When you 
incorporate material from a source, attribute it to the source explicitly in 
your text—not just in a citation. In other words, when you introduce 
the material, frame it with a phrase such as “according to Marsh” or 
“as Gruen argues.”

Although it is not required, you are usually much better off mak-
ing the attribution overtly, even if you have also cited the source 
within parentheses or with a footnote at the end of the last sentence 
quoted, paraphrased, or summarized. If a passage does not contain 
an attribution, your readers will not know that it comes from a source 
until they reach the citation at the end. Attributing up front clearly 
distinguishes what one source says from what another says and, per-
haps more importantly, what your sources say from what you say. 
Useful verbs for introducing attributions include the following: notes, 
observes, argues, comments, writes, says, reports, suggests, and 
claims. Generally speaking, by the way, you should cite the author by 
last name only—as “Gruen,” not as “William Gruen” or “Mr. Gruen.” 
(In some cases, the first appearance includes both first and last name.) 

2.  Splice quotations onto your own words. Always attach some of your 
own language to quotations; don’t let them sit in your text as independent 
sentences with quotation marks around them. You can normally satisfy 
this rule with an attributive phrase—commonly known as a tag 
phrase—that introduces the quotation.
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According to Paul McCartney, “All you need is love.”

Note that the tag phrase takes a comma before the quote.
Alternatively you can splice quotations into your text with a setup: a 
statement followed by a colon.

 Patrick henry’s famous phrase is one of the first that American  
schoolchildren memorize: “give me liberty, or give me death.”

The colon, you should notice, usually comes at the end of an indepen-
dent clause (that is, a subject plus verb that can stand alone), at the 
spot where a period normally goes. It would be incorrect to write  
“Patrick Henry is known for: ‘Give me liberty, or give me death.’”

The rationale for this guideline on splicing in quotations is 
essentially the same as that for the previous one: if you are going 
to move to quotation, you first need to identify its author so that 
your readers will be able to put it in context quickly.

Spliced quotations frequently create problems in grammar or 
punctuation for writers. Whether you include an entire sentence (or 
passage) of quotation or just a few phrases, you need to take care to 
integrate them into the grammar of your own sentence.

One of the most common mistaken assumptions is that a comma 
should always precede a quotation, as in “A spokesperson for the public 
defender’s office demanded, ‘an immediate response from the mayor.’” 
The sentence structure does not call for any punctuation after “demanded.”

3.  Cite sources after quotations. Locate citations in parentheses after the 
quotation and before the final period. The information about the source 
appears at the end of the sentence, with the final period following the 
closing parenthesis.

 A recent article on the best-selling albums in America claimed that “Ever  
since Elvis, it has been pop music’s job to challenge the mores of the 
older generation” (hornby 168).

Note that there is normally no punctuation at the end of the quotation 
itself, either before or after the closing quotation mark. A quotation that 
ends either in a question mark or an exclamation mark is an exception to 
this rule because the sign is an integral part of the quotation’s meaning.

As hamlet says to Rosencrantz and guildenstern, “And yet to me  
what is this quintessence of dust?” (2.2.304–05).

See the section entitled “How to Cite Sources” in Chapter 8 for the 
appropriate formats for in-text citations.

4.  Use ellipses to shorten quotations. Add an ellipsis to indicate that you have 
omitted some of the language from within the quotation. Form an ellipses by 
entering three dots (periods) with spaces in between them, or use four 
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dots to indicate that the deletion continues to the end of the sentence 
(the last dot becomes the period). Suppose you wanted to shorten the 
following quotation from a recent article about Radiohead by Alex Ross:

The album “OK Computer,” with titles like “Paranoid Android,” “Karma 
Police,” and “Climbing Up the Walls,” pictured the onslaught of the infor-
mation age and a young person’s panicky embrace of it (Ross 85).

Using an ellipsis, you could emphasize the source’s claim by omitting 
the song titles from the middle of the sentence:

The album “OK Computer”. . . pictured the onslaught of the information  
age and a young person’s panicky embrace of it (Ross 85).

In most cases, the gap between quoted passages should be short, and 
in any case, you should be careful to preserve the sense of the origi-
nal. The standard joke about ellipses is pertinent here: A reviewer 
writes that a film “will delight no one and appeal to the intelligence 
of invertebrates only, but not average viewers.” An unethical adver-
tiser cobbles together pieces of the review to say that the film “will 
delight… and appeal to the intelligence of… viewers.”

5.  Use square brackets to alter or add information within a quotation. 
Sometimes it is necessary to change the wording slightly inside a quota-
tion to maintain fluency. Square brackets indicate that you are altering 
the original quotation. Brackets are also used when you insert explanatory 
information, such as a definition or example, within a quotation. Here are 
a few examples that alter the original quotations previously cited.

According to one music critic, the cultural relevance of Radiohead is evident in “the 
album ‘OK Computer’…[which] pictured the onslaught of the information age and 
a young person’s panicky embrace of it” (Ross 85).

Popular music has always “[challenged] the mores of the older genera-
tion,” according to Nick hornby (168).

Note that both examples respect the original sense of the quotation; 
they have changed the wording only to integrate the quotations grace-
fully within the writer’s own sentence structure.

Preparing an Abstract 
There is one more skill essential to research-based writing that we need to 
discuss: how to prepare an abstract. The aim of the nonevaluative summary 
of a source known as an abstract is to represent a source’s arguments as fairly 
and accurately as possible, not to critique them. Learning how to compose 
an abstract according to the conventions of a given discipline is a necessary 
skill for academic researched writing. Because abstracts differ in format and 
length among disciplines, you should sample some in the reference section 
of your library or via the Internet to provide you with models to imitate. Some 
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abstracts, such as those in Dissertation Abstracts, are very brief—less than 250 
words. Others may run as long as two pages.

Despite disciplinary differences, abstracts by and large follow a general-
izable format. The abstract should begin with a clear and specific explanation 
of the work’s governing thesis (or argument). In this opening paragraph, you 
should also define the work’s purpose, and possibly include established posi-
tions that it tries to refine, qualify, or argue against. What kind of critical 
approach does it adopt? What are its aims? On what assumptions does it rest? 
Why did the author feel it necessary to write the work—that is, what does he 
or she believe the work offers that other sources don’t? What shortcomings 
or misrepresentations in other criticism does the work seek to correct? (For 
specifics on writing abstracts in the Natural Sciences, see Chapter 9, From 
Paragraphs to Papers: Forms and Formats Across the Curriculum.)

You won’t be able to produce detailed answers to all of these questions 
in your opening paragraph, but in trying to answer some of them in your note 
taking and drafting, you should find it easier to arrive at the kind of concise, 
substantive, and focused overview that the first paragraph of your abstract 
should provide. Also, be careful not to settle for bland, all-purpose generali-
ties in this opening paragraph. And if you quote there, keep the selections 
short, and remember that quotations don’t speak for themselves.

In summary, your aim in the first paragraph of an abstract is to define the 
source’s particular angle of vision and articulate its main point or points, includ-
ing the definition of key terms used in its title or elsewhere in its argument.

Once you’ve set up this overview of the source’s central position(s), you 
should devote a paragraph or so to the source’s organization (how it divides its 
subject into parts) and its method (how it goes about substantiating its argu-
ment). What kind of secondary material does the source use? That is, how 
do its own bibliographic citations cue you to its school of thought, its point 
of view, its research traditions?

Your concluding paragraph should briefly recount some of the source’s 
conclusions (as related to, but not necessarily the same as, its thesis). In what 
way does it go about culminating its argument? What kind of significance 
does it claim for its position? What final qualifications does it raise? The fol-
lowing model is a good example of an abstract:

Abstract of “William Carlos Williams,” an essay

By Christopher Macgowan in The Columbia History of American Poetry 1993: 
395–418. Print.

MacGowan’s is a chronologically organized account of Williams’ poetic career and of 
his relation to both modernism as an international movement and modernism as it 
affected the development of poetry in America. MacGowan is at some pains both 
to differentiate Williams from some features of modernism (such as the tendency of 
American writers to write as well as live away from their own cultural roots) and to link 
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Williams to modernism. MacGowan argues, for example, that an essential feature of 
Williams’s commitment as a poet was to “the local—to the clear presentation of what 
was under his nose and in front of his eyes” (385).

But he also takes care to remind us that Williams was in no way narrowly provincial, 
having studied in Europe as a young man (at Leipzig), having had a Spanish mother and 
an English father, having become friendly with the poets Ezra Pound and H. D. while 
getting his medical degree at the University of Pennsylvania, and having continued to 
meet important figures in the literary and art worlds by making frequent visits to New 
York and by traveling on more than one occasion to Europe (where Pound introduced him 
to W. B. Yeats, among others). Williams corresponded with Marianne Moore, he continued 
to write to Pound and to show Pound some of his work, and he wrote critical essays 
on the works of other modernists. MacGowan reminds us that Williams also translated 
Spanish works (ballads) and so was not out of contact with European influences.

Williams had a long publishing career—beginning in 1909 with a self-published volume 
called Poems and ending more than fifty years later with Pictures from Brueghel in 
1962. What MacGowan emphasizes about this career is not only the consistently high 
quality of work, but also its great influence on other artists (he names those who actually 
corresponded with Williams and visited with him, including Charles Olson, Robert 
Creeley, Robert Lowell, Allen Ginsberg, and Denise Levertov). MacGowan observes that 
Williams defined himself “against”  T. S. Eliot—the more rewarded and internationally 
recognized of the two poets, especially during their lifetimes—searching for “alternatives 
to the prevailing mode of a complex, highly allusive poetics,” which Williams saw as Eliot’s 
legacy (395). MacGowan depicts Williams as setting himself “against the international 
school of Eliot and Pound—Americans he felt wrote about rootlessness and searched an 
alien past because of their failure to write about and live within their own culture” (397).

What Does Plagiarism Do to the Conversation? 
A recent survey indicated that 53 percent of Who’s Who High Schoolers thought 
that plagiarism was no big deal (Sally Cole and Elizabeth Kiss, “What Can We Do 
About Student Cheating?” About Campus, May–June 2000, p. 6). So why should 
institutions of higher learning care about it? Here are two great reasons:

 j Plagiarism poisons the environment. Students who don’t cheat are alien-
ated by students who do and get away with it, and faculty can become 
distrustful of students and even disillusioned about teaching when con-
stantly driven to track down students’ sources. It’s a lot easier, by the 
way, than most students think for faculty to recognize language and 
ideas that are not the student’s own. And now there are all those search 
engines provided by firms like Turnitin.com that have been generated in 
response to the Internet paper-mill boom. Who wants another cold war?

 j Plagiarism defeats the purpose of going to college, which is learning 
how to think. You can’t learn to think by just copying others’ ideas; 
you need to learn to trust your own intelligence. Students’ panic about 
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deadlines and their misunderstandings about assignments sometimes 
spur plagiarism. It’s a good bet that your professors would much  
rather take requests for help and give extra time on assignments than 
have to go through the anguish of confronting students about plagia-
rized work.

So, plagiarism gets in the way of trust, fairness, intellectual development, 
and, ultimately, the attitude toward learning that sets the tone for a college or 
university community.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQS) about Plagiarism 
Is it still plagiarism if I didn’t intentionally copy someone else’s work and pres-
ent it as my own; as in, if I plagiarized it by accident?
Yes, it is still plagiarism. Colleges and universities put the burden of 
responsibility on students for knowing what plagiarism is and then 
making the effort necessary to avoid it. Leaving out the quotation 
marks around someone else’s words or omitting the attribution after a 
summary of someone else’s theory may be just a mistake—a matter of 
inadequate documentation—but faculty can only judge what you turn 
in to them, not what you intended.

If I include a list of works consulted at the end of my paper, doesn’t that cover it?
No. A works-cited list (bibliography) tells your readers what you read 
but leaves them in the dark about how and where this material has 
been used in your paper. Putting one or more references at the end of 
a paragraph containing source material is a version of the same prob-
lem. The solution is to cite the source at the point that you quote or 
paraphrase or summarize it. To be even clearer about what comes from 
where, also use what are called in-text attributions. See the next FAQ 
on these.

What is the best way to help my readers distinguish between what my sources 
are saying and what I’m saying?
Be overt. Tell your readers in the text of your paper, not just in citations, 
when you are drawing on someone else’s words, ideas, or information. 
Do this with phrases like “According to X” or “As noted in X”—called in-
text attributions.

Are there some kinds of information that I do not need to document?
Yes. Common knowledge and facts you can find in almost any ency-
clopedia or basic reference text generally don’t need to be documented 
(that is, John F. Kennedy became president of the United States in 1960). 
This distinction can get a little tricky because it isn’t always obvious 
what is and is not common knowledge. Often, you need to spend some 
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time in a discipline before you discover what others take to be known to 
all. When in doubt, cite the source.

If I put the information from my sources into my own words, do I still need to 
include citations?

Yes. Sorry, but rewording someone else’s idea doesn’t make it your idea. 
Paraphrasing is a useful activity because it helps you to better under-
stand what you are reading, but paraphrases and summaries have to be 
documented and carefully distinguished from ideas and information 
you are representing as your own.

If I don’t actually know anything about the subject, is it okay to hand in a paper 
that is taken entirely from various sources?
It’s okay if (1) you document the borrowings and (2) the assignment 
called for summary. Properly documented summarizing is better than 
plagiarizing, but most assignments call for something more. Often 
comparing and contrasting your sources begins to give you ideas so 
that you can have something to contribute. If you’re really stumped, 
go see the professor.

You also reduce the risk of plagiarism if you consult sources after—
not before—you have done some preliminary thinking on the subject. 
If you have become somewhat invested in your own thoughts on the 
matter, you will be able to use the sources in a more active way, in 
effect, making them part of a dialogue.

Is it plagiarism if I include things in my paper that I thought of with another 
student or a member of my family?
Most academic behavior codes, under the category called “collusion,” 
allow for students’ cooperative efforts only with the explicit consent 
of the instructor. The same general rule goes for plagiarizing your-
self—that is, for submitting the same paper in more than one class.  
If you have questions about what constitutes collusion in a particular 
class, be sure to ask your professor.

What about looking at secondary sources when my professor hasn’t asked me 
to? Is this a form of cheating?
It can be a form of cheating if the intent of the assignment was to get 
you to develop a particular kind of thinking skill. In this case, looking at 
others’ ideas may actually retard your learning process and leave you 
feeling that you couldn’t possibly learn to arrive at ideas on your own.

Professors usually look favorably on students who are willing to take 
the time to do extra reading on a subject, but it is essential that, even 
in class discussion, you make it clear that you have consulted outside 
sources. To conceal that fact is to present others’ ideas as your own. Even 

Copyright 2015 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).

Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



 Assignments: Conversing with Sources: Writing the Researched Paper  203

in class discussion, if you bring up an idea you picked up on the Internet 
or somewhere else, be sure to say so explicitly.

Assignments: Conversing with Sources:  
Writing the Researched Paper

1. Make One Source Speak to Another. Choose two articles or book chap-
ters by different authors or by the same author at different points in his 
or her career. The overriding aim of the assignment is to give you prac-
tice in getting beyond merely reacting and generalizing, and, instead, 
participating in your sources’ thinking. 

Keep in mind that your aim is not to arrive at your opinion of the 
sources, but to construct the conversation that you think the author of 
one of your sources might have with the author of another. How might 
they recast each other’s ideas, as opposed to merely agreeing or dis-
agreeing with those ideas? It’s useful to confine yourself to thinking as 
impartially as you can about the ideas found in your two sources.

2. Use passage-based focused freewriting to Converse with Sources. Select a 
passage from a secondary source that appears important to your evolv-
ing thinking about a subject you are studying, and do a passage-based 
focused freewrite on it. You might choose the passage in answer to the 
question “What is the one passage in the source that I need to discuss, 
that poses a question or a problem or that seems in some way difficult 
to pin down, anomalous or even just unclear?” Copy the passage at the 
top of the page, and write without stopping for 20 minutes or more. 
As noted in the discussion of freewriting in Chapter 2, paraphrase key 
terms as you relentlessly ask “so what?” about the details. 

3. Use a Source as a Lens on Another Source. Apply a brief passage from a 
secondary source to a brief passage from a primary source, using the pas-
sage from the secondary source as a lens. Choose the secondary source 
passage first—one that you find particularly interesting, revealing, or 
problematic. Then locate a corresponding passage from the primary 
source to which the sentence from the first passage can be connected in 
some way. Copy both passages at the top of the page, and then write for 
20 minutes. You should probably include paraphrases of key phrases in 
both—not just the primary text—but your primary goal is to think about 
the two together, to allow them to interact. 

4. Compose a Research Sequence. The traditional sequence of steps for 
building a research paper—or for any writing that relies on secondary 
materials—is summary, comparative analysis, and synthesis. The follow-
ing sequence of four exercises addresses the first two steps as discrete 
activities. (You might, of course, choose to do only some of these 
exercises.)
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A. Compose an Informal Prospectus. Formulate your initial thinking 
on a subject before you do more research. Include what you already 
know about the topic, especially what you find interesting, particu-
larly significant, or strange. This exercise helps deter you from being 
overwhelmed by and absorbed into the sources you later encounter.

B. Conduct a “What’s Going on in the Field” Search, and Create a 
Preliminary List of Sources. This exercise is ideal for helping you to 
find a topic or, if you already have one, to narrow it. The kinds of bib-
liographic materials you consult for this portion of the research project 
depend on the discipline within which you are writing. Whatever the 
discipline, start in the reference room of your library with specialized 
indexes (such as the Social Sciences Index or the New York Times Index), 
book review indexes, specialized encyclopedias and dictionaries, and 
bibliographies (print version or CD-ROM) that give you an overview 
of your subject or topic. If you have access to databases through your 
school or library, you should also search them. (See the section in 
Chapter 8 entitled Finding Quality on the Web.)

The “what’s going on in the field” search has two aims:

 j To survey materials in order to identify trends—the kinds of issues 
and questions that others in the field are talking about (and, thus, 
find important)

 j To compile a bibliography that includes a range of titles that inter-
est you, that could be relevant to your prospective topic, and that 
seem to you representative of research trends associated with 
your subject (or topic)

You are not committed at this point to pursuing all of these sources but 
rather to reporting what is being talked about. You might also compose 
a list of keywords (such as Library of Congress headings) that you have 
used in conducting your search. If you try this exercise, you will be sur-
prised how much value there is in exploring indexes just for titles, to see 
the kinds of topics people are currently conversing about. And you will 
almost surely discover how narrowly focused most research is (which 
will get you away from global questions).

Append to your list of sources (a very preliminary bibliography) a 
few paragraphs of informal discussion of how the information you have 
encountered (the titles, summaries, abstracts, etc.) has affected your 
thinking and plans for your paper. These paragraphs might respond to 
the following questions:

i. In what ways has your “what’s going on in the field” search led you 
to narrow or shift direction in or focus your thinking about your 
subject?

ii. How might you use one or more of these sources in your paper?
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iii. What has this phase of your research suggested you might need to 
look for next?

C. Write an Abstract of an Article (or Book Chapter). Use the procedure 
offered in the preceding section, “How to Prepare an Abstract.” Aim 
for two pages in length. If other members of your class are working on 
the same or similar subjects, it is often extremely useful for everyone 
to share copies of their abstracts. Remember that your primary con-
cern should lie with representing the argument and point of view of 
the source as fairly and accurately as possible.

Append to the end of the abstract a paragraph or two that addresses 
the question “How has this exercise affected your thinking about your 
topic?” Objectifying your own research process in this way helps move 
you away from the cut-and-paste–provide-only-the-transitions mode 
of writing research papers.

D. Write a Comparative Summary of Two Reviews. Most writers, before 
they invest the significant time and energy required to study a book-
length source, take the much smaller amount of time and energy 
required to find out more about the book. Although you should always 
include in your final paper your own analytical summary of books 
you consult on your topic, it’s extremely useful also to find out what 
experts in the field have to say about the source.

Select from your “what’s going on” list one book-length source that 
you’ve discovered is vital to your subject or topic. As a general rule, if a 
number of your indexes, bibliographies, and so forth, refer you to the 
same book, it’s a good bet that this source merits consultation.

Locate two book reviews on the book, and write a summary that 
compares the two reviews. Ideally, you should locate two reviews that 
diverge in their points of view or in what they choose to emphasize. 
Depending on the length and complexity of the reviews, your compara-
tive summary should require two or three pages.

In most cases, you will find that reviews are less neutral in their points 
of view than are abstracts, but they always do more than simply judge.  
A good review, like a good abstract, should communicate the essential ideas 
contained in the source. It is the reviewer’s aim also to locate the source in 
some larger context, by, for example, comparing it to other works on the 
same subject and to the research tradition the book seeks to extend, modify, 
and so forth. Thus, your summary should try to encompass how the book 
contributes to the ongoing conversation on a given topic in the field.

Append to your comparative summary a paragraph or two answer-
ing the question: How has this exercise affected your thinking about your 
topic?

Obviously, you could choose to do a comparative summary of 
two articles, two book chapters, and so forth, rather than of two book 
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reviews. But in any event, if you use books in your research, you should 
always find a means of determining how these books are received in the 
relevant discourse community.

The next step, if you were writing a research paper, would involve 
the task known as synthesis, in which you essentially write a compara-
tive discussion that includes more than two sources. Many research 
papers start with an opening paragraph that synthesizes prevailing, 
perhaps competing, interpretations of the topic being addressed. Few 
good research papers consist only of such synthesis, however. Instead, 
writers use synthesis to frame their ideas and to provide perspective on 
their own arguments; the synthesis provides a platform or foundation 
for their own subsequent analysis.

It is probably worth adding that bad research papers fail to use syn-
thesis as a point of departure. Instead, they line up their sources and 
agree or disagree with them. To inoculate you against this unfortunate 
reflex, review the section entitled Six Strategies for Analyzing Sources, 
especially Strategy 6: Find Your Own Role in the Conversation.
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Overview This chapter offers a discussion of research methods written by a 
reference librarian at our college, Kelly Cannon. It offers a wealth of insider’s 
tips for making more productive use of your research time. The final section 
of the chapter explains the four documentation styles that are most common 
in academic writing: APA (American Psychological Association), CSE (Council 
of Science Editors), Chicago (University Press of Chicago), and MLA (Modern 
Language Association).

Three Rules of Thumb for Getting Started  
with Research 

 j A half hour spent with a reference librarian can save you half a day wandering 
randomly though the stacks selecting sources.

 j Start your research in the present and work backward. Usually the most 
current materials include bibliographical citations that can help you 
identify the most important sources in the past. Along the same lines, 
you are usually better off starting with journal articles rather than 
books because articles are more current.

 j Consistently evaluate the reliability of the source you select in order to detect 
its potential bias or agenda. Evidence is always qualified by how it is 
framed. For example, Newsweek can be a useful source if you want evi-
dence about popular understanding of a subject or issue. In this case, 
the fact that the material comes from Newsweek and thus represents a 
position aimed at a mainstream, nonacademic audience provides the 
central reason for citing it.

The challenge of doing research in the Information Age is that there is so much 
information available. How do you know which information is considered 
authoritative in a particular discipline and which isn’t? How can you avoid 
wasting time with source materials that have been effectively refuted and 

Chapter 8
Finding, Evaluating,  
and Citing Sources
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replaced by subsequent thinking? A short answer to these questions is that 
you should start in the reference room of your library or with its electronic 
equivalent. Many if not all of the resources listed below are now available 
online through your college library website. Your reference librarian can advise 
you on availability.

Start with Indexes, Specialized Dictionaries, 
Abstracts, and Bibliographies 
These reference sources can rapidly provide you with both a broad perspective 
on your subject and a summary of what particular sources contain. An index 
offers a list of titles directing you to scholarly journals; often this list is suffi-
cient to give you a clearer idea of the kinds of topics about which writers in the 
field are conversing. Compilations of abstracts and annotated bibliographies 
provide more information—anywhere from a few sentences to a few pages 
that summarize each source. 

Here are a few of the most commonly used indexes, bibliographies, and 
abstracts: 

Art Full Text 

Business Source Elite/Premier

ERIC (Education Resource Information Center)

MLA (Modern Language Association)

PubMed

CSA (Cambridge Scientific Abstracts) Sociological Abstracts

Specialized dictionaries and encyclopedias are sometimes extraordinarily 
useful in sketching the general terrain for a subject, and they often include 
bibliographical leads as well. Here are some titles, ranging from the expected 
to the eccentric: 

Dictionary of the History of Ideas

Dictionary of Literary Biography

Encyclopedia of American History

Encyclopedia of Bioethics

Encyclopedia of Crime and Justice

Concise Encyclopedia of Economics

Encyclopedia of Native American 
Religions

Encyclopedia of Philosophy

Encyclopedia of Psychology

The New Encyclopedia of Unbelief

Encyclopedia of World Art

Encyclopedic Dictionary of 
Mathematics

Macmillan Encyclopedia of Computers

Encyclopedia of Medical History

McGraw-Hill Encyclopedia of Science 
and Technology

New Grove Dictionary of Music  
and Musicians

Oxford English Dictionary
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Most of the resources just listed also include book reviews. Book reviews 
across all disciplines can be found in multidisciplinary databases like Academic 
Search Premier, Project Muse, and JSTOR.

Indexes of Scholarly Journals 
Nearly every discipline has its own major index, one most consulted by schol-
ars. Here are just a few: MLA (literary criticism), ERIC (education), PsycInfo 
(psychology), Historical Abstracts (non-U.S. history), Sociological Abstracts (soci-
ology), and PubMed (medicine). 

When professors refer to bibliographic research, they probably mean 
research done with indexes. Again, these indexes are specific to particular 
subject areas. Their coverage is not broad, but deep and scholarly. These are 
the indexes to consult when seeking the most scholarly information in your 
area of study. Although the full text is often not included, the indexing pro-
vides information sufficient to track down the complete article. 

These indexes are a great aid in evaluating the scholarly merit of a 
publication, as they usually eliminate any reference that isn’t considered 
scholarly by the academy. For example, MLA only indexes literary criticism 
that appears in peer-reviewed journals and academically affiliated books. So, 
consider the publications that appear in these indexes to have the academic 
“seal of approval.” 

For more information on this crucial aspect of research see the headings 
later in this chapter entitled “Subscriber-Only Databases” and “Four Steps 
Toward Productive Research Across the Disciplines.” 

Finding Your Sources: Articles and Books 
The resources above will not only provide you with an excellent overview of 
your topic, but will also direct you to authoritative books and journal articles. 
The next step is to find out how to access the full text of those books and articles 
online or in print form. Your library’s online catalog will direct you to books in 
your local library. You may wish to take advantage of this time in the catalog to 
run a keyword search on your topic. Watch the subject headings that appear at 
the bottom of catalog records. You can click on these subject headings to guide 
you to more books highly relevant to your topic. 

Don’t be concerned if many of the books that have been recommended 
in specialized dictionaries, encyclopedias, and indexes don’t appear in your 
library’s online catalog. The reference librarian can direct you to WorldCat, 
where you can request, on interlibrary loan, any book to be sent to you from 
another library for your perusal. This is a valuable service, as it makes avail-
able to you the research collections of large universities, all with the stroke 
of a key.

Journal articles are likely to be the next step in your research. You will 
need to find which articles are available in-house online or in print, and which 
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you will need to submit an interlibrary loan request for (in this case, unlike 
with books, you will receive a photocopy of the interlibrary loaned article to 
keep—no need to return it to the lending library). Your library’s online catalog 
will generally—though not always—provide you with a complete list of jour-
nals available electronically or in print. Just title search on the journal name, 
not the article title, in order to locate the journal. Ask a reference librarian for 
assistance in locating journals. He or she can also assist you in requesting on 
interlibrary loan any articles from journals your library does not have.

In the following Voices from Across the Curriculum, a business professor 
and a psychology professor offer useful tips for searching under more than 
one heading in order to find more information.

VOICES FROM ACROSS THE CURRICULUM

Finding Quality Sources: Two Professors Speak
A critical part of the bibliographic effort is to find a topic on which there are materials. Most 
topics can be researched. The key is to choose a flexible keyword/phrase and then try out 
different versions of it. For example, a bibliography on “women in management” might lead 
you to look up women, females, business (women in), business (females in), gender in the 
workplace, sexism and the workplace, careers (of men, of women, in business), women and 
CEOs, women in management, affirmative action and women, women in corporations, female 
accountants, and so forth. Be imaginative and flexible. A little bit of time with some of the 
indexes will provide you with a wealth of sources.

Here is a sampling of indexes heavily used in the social sciences, for instance: 
Sociological Abstracts, Wall Street Journal Search Resources Center (for Wall Street Journal 
stories), New York Times Article Archive (for NYT stories), Business Source Elite, and the 
Public Affairs Information Service (PAIS).

—FrEdEriCk NorliNg, ProFESSor oF BuSiNESS

use quality psychological references. That is, use references that professional 
psychologists use and regard highly. Psychology Today is not a good reference; 
Newsweek and Reader’s Digest are worse. APA journals, such as the Journal of  
Abnormal Psychology, on the other hand, are excellent.

in looking for reference material, be sure to search under several headings. For 
example, look under depression, affective disorders, and mood disorders. Books (e.g., 
The Handbook of Affective Disorders) are often very helpful, especially for giving a general 
overview of a topic. Books addressing a professional audience are generally preferable 
to those addressing a general, popular audience.

Finally, references should be reasonably current. in general, the newer, the better. For 
example, with rare exceptions (classic articles), articles from before 1980 are outdated 
and so should not be used.

—AlAN TjElTvEiT, ProFESSor oF PSyCHology
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Finding Quality on the Web 
Imagine a mega-library to which anyone has access any time of day or night, 
and to which anyone can contribute material, to inform, but perhaps more so 
to sell and to promote, no matter how questionable the cause or idea. So it is 
with the web. A general caveat to this “library of the Internet” might well be 
User Beware.

Take as an example the website Martin Luther King Jr.: A True Historical 
Examination (www.martinlutherking.org). This site appears prominently 
in any web search for information about Martin Luther King, Jr. The site 
is visually appealing, claiming to include “essays, speeches, sermons, and 
more.” But who created the site? As it turns out, after a little digging (see 
Tips #1 and #2 later in the chapter), the site is sponsored by Stormfront, Inc.  
(stormfront.org), an organization out of West Palm Beach, Florida, serving 
“those courageous men and women fighting to preserve their White Western 
culture, ideals and freedom of speech.” This author is concealed behind the 
work, a ghostwriter of sorts. While the site is at one’s fingertips, identifying 
the author is a challenge, more so than in the world of print publishing, where 
protocols are followed such as author and publisher appearing on the same 
pages as the title. For those websites with no visible author, no publishing 
house, no recognized journal title, no peer-review process, and no library 
selection process (the touchstones of scholarship in the print world), seem-
ingly easy Internet research is now more problematic: the user must discern 
for him- or herself what is and is not authoritative information.

Understanding Domain Names 
But how is the user to begin evaluating a web document? Fortunately, there are 
several clues to assist you through the Internet labyrinth. One clue is in the web 
address itself. For example, the Internet Movie Database has www.imdb.com as 
its web address (also known as URL, or uniform resource locator). One clue lies 
at the very end of the URL, in what is known as the domain name, in this case 
the abbreviation “.com.” Websites ending in .com are commercial, often with the 
purpose of marketing a product. Sites ending in .org generally signal nonprofits, 
but many have a veiled agenda, whether it is marketing or politics. Like the .coms, 
.org addresses are sold on a first-come, first-served basis. (The organization 
that oversees the many vendors of .com and .org domain names is The Internet 
Corporation for Assigned Names and Numbers, or ICANN [www.icann.org/].)

On the other hand, .edu and .gov sites may indicate less bias, as they are 
ostensibly limited exclusively to educational and government institutions, 
and they are often the producers of bona fide research. In particular, .gov sites 
contain some of the best information on the Internet. This is in part because 
the U.S. government is required by an act of Congress to disseminate to the 
general public a large portion of its research. The U.S. government, floated 
as it is by tax dollars, provides the high-quality, free websites reminiscent 
of the precommercial Internet era. This means that government sites offer 
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high-quality data, particularly of a statistical nature. Scholars in the areas 
of business, law, and the social sciences can benefit tremendously, without 
subscription fees, from a variety of government databases. Prime examples 
are the legislative site known as Thomas (thomas.loc.gov) and data gathered 
at the website of the Census Bureau (www.census.gov).

Print Corollaries 
But a domain name can be misleading; it is simply one clue in the process of 
evaluation. Another clue is the correlation between a website and the print 
world. Many websites correlate with a print edition, such as the web version of 
the Economist (economist.com), offering some unique information, some identi-
cal to that offered in the print subscription. (Access to some web articles may 
be limited to subscribers.) Moreover, some websites are the equivalents of their 
print editions. For example, Johns Hopkins University Press now publishes its 
journals, known and respected for years by scholars, in both print and elec-
tronic formats. Many college and university libraries subscribe to these Johns 
Hopkins journals electronically, collectively known as Project Muse (muse.jhu 
.edu). In both cases—the Economist and Project Muse, the scholar can expect the 
electronic form of the publication to have undergone the same editorial rigor 
as the print publication.

Web-Published Gems 
Building a reputation of high quality takes time. But the Internet has been 
around long enough now that some publications with no pre-web history have 
caught the attention of scholars who turn to these sites regularly for reliable 
commentary on a variety of subject areas.

These high-quality sites can best be found by tapping into scholarly web 
directories such as the ipl2 (www.ipl.org) that work like mini search engines 
but are managed by humans who sift through the chaff, including in these 
directories only what they deem to be gems.

The student looking specifically for free, peer-reviewed journals original 
to the web can visit a highly specific directory called the Directory of Open 
Access Journals (www.doaj.org), listing several hundred journals in a variety of 
subject areas. Many libraries have begun to link to these journals to promote 
their use by students and faculty.

Then there are the web treasures that compare to highbrow newspa-
pers or magazines such as The New Yorker. Two celebrated examples are Salon 
.com (salon.com), and Slate (slate.com), both online journals. Once tapped 
into, these sites do a good job of recommending other high-quality websites. 
Scholars are beginning to cite from these web-based publications just as they 
would from any print publication of long-standing reputation.

An excellent site for links to all kinds of interesting articles from  
journals and high-level general interest magazine is Arts and Letters Daily 

Copyright 2015 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).

Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



 Finding Quality on the Web  213

(aldaily.com), sponsored by The Chronicle of Higher Education. You should 
also be aware of websites run by special interest organizations, such as The 
Academy of American Poets (poets.org), which offers bibliographic resources, 
interviews, reviews, and the like.

Wikipedia, Google, and Blogs 
Three tools have in recent years dramatically altered the nature of web-based 
research. First and foremost, the search engine Google, through a proprietary 
search algorithm, has increased the relevance and value of search results. 
Relevance in Google is determined by text-matching techniques, while value is 
determined by a unique “PageRank” technology that places highest on the list 
those results that are most often linked to from other websites.

However, the determination of value is by no means foolproof. Google’s 
ranking of value assesses less a website’s authoritativeness than its popular 
appeal. For example, a recent search on “marijuana” yielded as its second 
result (Wikipedia’s entry on marijuana is first) a private website promoting the 
use of marijuana and selling marijuana paraphernalia. This site could be useful 
in any number of ways in a research paper (i.e., as a primary resource reflecting 
public perceptions and use of marijuana in the United States). That it appears 
first suggests Google’s algorithm of popularity over authoritativeness. This is 
not necessarily a bad thing, just something to be aware of. It is a little like 
picking a pebble off the ground. Its value is not inherent: responsibility rests 
with the user to discover its value. Finding information in Google is never the 
challenge. Discerning appropriateness and authoritativeness is the bigger task.

High on the list of most search results in Google—if not first—is Wikipedia. 
Is this an authoritative source? Certainly Wikipedia has revolutionized the 
way web pages are authored. The world is the author of every entry. That is 
the beauty and the hazard, and the secret to its broad scope and thus to its 
popularity. Anyone can write and edit in Wikipedia. In this way, Wikipedia is 
infinitely democratic. All opinions count equally, for better or worse—while 
authority languishes. Consequently, Wikipedia is likely to contribute little 
to a scholarly research project. In fact, it could detract from an assertion of 
authority. In short, use Wikipedia entries judiciously. Like any encyclopedia, 
Wikipedia will be viewed by the informed reader as introductory, not as the 
hallmark of thorough research.

Just as Wikipedia invites all of us to be writers, so too do blogs. But unlike 
Wikipedia, blogs typically reveal the identity or at least the assumed identity 
of the author, and are written by a closed group of people, often one indi-
vidual. As such, over time the identity and politics of the author(s) show 
through. In the best tradition of the World Wide Web, blogs have extended 
the sphere of publication, inviting everyone to be published authors, possibly 
achieving popularity and authority on a topic—no matter how narrow—by 
being at the right place at the right time, with access to the right information 
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written in a voice of confidence. Blogs invite outside comment, but lack the 
formal structure of a peer review. As such, use blogs sparingly in academic 
research, being attentive to the credentials of the author(s), and to the wider 
acceptance of a particular blog in the scholarly community.

Asking the Right Questions 
In the end, it is up to the individual user to evaluate each website indepen-
dently. Here are some critical questions to consider:

Question: Who is the author?
Response: Check the website’s home page, probably near the bottom of the page.

Question: Is the author affiliated with any institution?
Response: Check the URL to see who sponsors the page.

Question: What are the author’s credentials?
Response: Check Google Scholar (scholar.google.com) to see if this person is published 
in scholarly journals or books.

Question: Has the information been reviewed or peer-edited before posting?
Response: Probably not, unless the posting is part of a larger scholarly project;  
if so, the submission process for publication can be verified at the publication  
home page.

Question: Is the page part of a larger publication that may help to assess 
authoritativeness?
Response: Try the various links on the page to see if there is an access point to the 
home page of the publication. Or try the backspacing technique mentioned later in 
the chapter.

Question: Is the information documented properly?
Response: Check for footnotes or methodology.

Question: Is the information current?
Response: Check the “last update,” usually printed at the bottom of the page.

Question: What is the purpose of the page?
Response: Examine content and marginalia.

Question: Does the website suit your purposes?
Response: Review what the purpose of your project is. Review your information 
needs: primary vs. secondary, academic vs. popular. And always consult with your 
instructor.

Subscriber-Only Databases 
An organized and indexed collection of discrete pieces of information is 
called a database. Two examples of databases are a library’s card catalogue 
and online catalogue. The World Wide Web is full of databases, though 
they are often restricted to subscribers. Subscription fees can be prohibi-
tive, but fortunately for the average researcher, most college and university 
libraries foot the bill. The names of these databases are now well known, 
and arguably contain the most thoroughly reviewed (i.e., scholarly) full  
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texts available on the web. Inquire at your library to see if you have access 
to these databases: 

Academic Search Premier from EBSCO (www.ebscohost.com)

Academic ASAP/Onefile from Gale Cengage (www.gale.cengage.com)

JSTOR from ITHAKA (www.jstor.org)

Project Muse from Johns Hopkins (muse.jhu.edu/)

ProQuest Central from ProQuest (www.proquest.com)

Each of these databases contains its own proprietary search engine, allow-
ing refinement of searches to a degree unmatched by search engines on the 
Internet at large. How does this refinement occur? For one, these databases are 
exclusive rather than inclusive, as the Internet is. More is not better in an infor-
mation age. The fact that information is at your fingertips, and sometimes “in 
your face,” can be a problem. Well-organized databases are shaped and limited 
by human hands and minds, covering only certain media types or subject areas.

Second, databases allow searching by subject heading, in addition to key-
word searching. This means that a human has defined the main subject areas 
of each entry, consequently allowing the user much greater manipulation of 
the search. For example, if I enter the words “New York City” in a simple key-
word search, I will retrieve everything that simply mentions New York City 
even once; the relevance will vary tremendously. On the other hand, if subject 
headings have been assigned, I can do a subject search on New York City and 
find only records that are devoted to my subject. This may sound trivial, but in 
the age of information overload, precision searching is a precious commodity.

The most specialized databases are those whose primary purpose is not 
to provide full text but to index all of the major journals, along with books 
and/or book chapters, in a discipline, regardless of where the full text to that 
journal can be found. These electronic indexes provide basic bibliographic 
information and sometimes an abstract (summary) of the article or book 
chapter. (See Scholarly Indexes earlier in the chapter.)

TRY THIS 7.1: Tuning in to Your Research Environment: Four Exercises

Every university and college is different, each with its own points of access to 
information. Following are some exercises to help you familiarize yourself with 
your own scholarly environment.

Exercise #1: Go to your library’s reference desk and get a list of all the 
scholarly journal indexes that are available electronically at your school. Then 
get a list of all online, full-text databases that are available to you.

Exercise #2: Contact your reference librarian to get a list of all the journals 
that the library subscribes to electronically. Then get a list of all journals that are 
available at your library either in print or electronically in your major area of study.

Exercise #3: Ask the reference librarian about web access in general 
for your major area of study. What tips can the library give you about doing 
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electronic research at your academic institution? Are there any special data-
bases, web search engines/directories, or indexes that you should consult in 
your research?

Exercise #4: Try out some or all of the full-text databases available on your 
campus. Now try the same searches in a scholarly index. What differences do 
you see in the quality/scope of the information?

Eight Tips for Locating and Evaluating  
Electronic Sources 

Tip #1: Backspacing 
“Backspacing” a URL can be an effective way to evaluate a website. It may 
reveal authorship or institutional affiliation. To do this, place the cursor at the 
end of the URL and then backspace to the last slash and press Enter. Continue 
backspacing to each preceding slash, examining each level as you go.

Tip #2: Using WHOIS 
WHOIS (www.networksolutions.com/whois/index.jsp) is an Internet service 
that allows anyone to find out who’s behind a website.

Tip #3: Beware of the ~ in a Web Address 
Many educational institutions allow the creation of personal home pages by 
students and faculty. While the domain name remains .edu in these cases, the 
fact that they are personal means that pretty much anything can be posted and 
so cannot assure academic quality.

Tip #4: Phrase Searching 
Not finding relevant information? Trying using quotation marks around key 
phrases in your search string. For example, search in Google for this phrase, 
enclosed in quotation marks: “whose woods these are I think I know.”

Tip #5: Title Searching 
Still finding irrelevant information? Limit your search to the titles of web  
documents. A title search is an option in Google (advanced search) (www 
.google.com/advanced_search).

Tip #6: Wikipedia Discussion Tab 
Use Wikipedia to full advantage by clicking on the discussion tab located at 
the top of Wikipedia entries. The discussion tabs expose the often intense 
debates that rage behind the scenes on topics like marijuana, genocide, and 
Islam. The discussion tab is an excellent source for locating paper topics 
because it highlights ongoing sources of controversy—those areas worthy of 
additional writing and research. To find the most controversial topics at any 
given moment, visit Wikipedia’s Controversial Issues page (en.wikipedia.org 
/wiki/Wikipedia:List_of_controversial_issues).
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Tip #7: Full Text 
The widest selection of previously published full texts (newspapers, maga-
zines, journals, book chapters) is available in subscription databases via the 
web. Inquire at your library to see if you have access to Academic Search Pre-
mier from EBSCO (www.ebscohost.com), Expanded Academic ASAP with Ingenta 
(Onefile) from Gale Cengage (www.gale.cengage.com.), JSTOR (www.jstor 
.org), Project Muse from Johns Hopkins (muse.jhu.edu/), ProQuest Central from  
ProQuest (www.proquest.com), or other full-text databases.

For the full text of books, try the Internet Archive Text Archive (www.archive 
.org/details/texts), pointing to the major digital text archives.

Tip #8: Archives of Older Published Periodicals 
Full text for newspapers, magazines, and journals published prior to 1990 is 
difficult to find on the Internet. One subscription site that your library may 
offer is JSTOR (www.jstor.org), an archive of scholarly full-text journal articles 
dating back in some cases into the late 1800s. LexisNexis Academic (academic 
.lexisnexis.com), also a subscription service, includes the full text of popular 
periodicals such as the New York Times as far back as 1980.

Two free sites offer the full text of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century  
periodicals from Great Britain and the U.S. respectively: Internet Library of Early 
Journals (www.bodley.ox.ac.uk/ilej) and Nineteenth Century in Print (memory.loc 
.gov/ammem/ndlpcoop/moahtml/snchome.html).

Use your library’s interlibrary loan service to acquire articles from peri-
odicals not freely available on the web. Electronic indexing (no full text) for 
older materials is readily available, back to as early as 1900, sometimes ear-
lier. Inquire at your library.

Four Steps Toward Productive Research  
Across the Disciplines 
The steps below include a few of the sites most relied upon by academic librar-
ians. For the subscription databases, you will need to inquire at your library 
for local availability.

Step 1: search at least one of these multidisciplinary subscription data-
bases; check your library’s website for availability.

 j Academic Search Premier (EBSCOhost) for journals

 j Academic ASAP/Onefile (Gale Cengage) for journals

 j JSTOR for journals

 j Project Muse for journals

 j ProQuest Central for journals

 j WorldCat (OCLC FirstSearch) for books
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Step 2: search subject-specific databases. These too are mostly subscrip-
tion databases; check your library’s website for availability.

 j Anthropology: Anthropology Plus

 j Art: Art Full Text

 j Biology: ScienceDirect

 j Business: ABI Inform, Business Source Elite/Premier, Business & Company 
Resource Center, Dow Jones Factiva, LexisNexis

 j Chemistry: SciFinder Scholar, ScienceDirect

 j Communication: Communication and Mass Media Complete

 j Computer Science: ACM Portal, MathSciNet, ScienceDirect

 j Economics: EconLit

 j Education: ERIC (free)

 j Film Studies: Communication & Mass Media Complete, Film & Television 
Literature Index, MLA

 j Geography/Geology: GeoBase

 j History: America: History and Life, Historical Abstracts

 j Language, Literature: MLA, Literature Criticism Online 

 j Law: LexisNexis, Westlaw

 j Mathematics: MathSciNet

 j Medicine: PubMed (free), ScienceDirect 

 j Music: RILM Abstracts of Music Literature

 j Philosophy: Philosopher’s Index

 j Physics: arXiv.org (free), Physical Review Online Archive (PROLA), 
ScienceDirect

 j Political Science: Columbia International Affairs Online (CIAO), ProQuest 
PAIS International, Worldwide Political Science Abstracts

 j Psychology: PsycINFO

 j Religion: ATLA Religion

 j Sociology: CSA Sociological Abstracts

Step 3: visit these not-to-be-missed free websites and metasites, that lead 
to a variety of materials relevant to a discipline:

 j All subjects: Google Scholar scholar.google.com (books and journals)

 j Anthropology: Anthropological Index Online aio.anthropology.org.uk/  
(journals), Anthropology Resources on the Internet www.aaanet.org  
/resources/
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 j Art: Artcyclopedia www.artcyclopedia.com (images and critical 
bibliographies)

 j Biology: BiologyBrowser www.biologybrowser.org (gateway to digital 
archives of colleges and universities), Agricola agricola.nal.usda.gov 
(journals)

 j Business: EDGAR www.sec.gov/edgar.shtml (company annual reports)

 j Chemistry: Chemdex www.chemdex.org (chemical compounds), Eric 
Weisstein’s World of Chemistry scienceworld.wolfram.com/chemistry 
(encyclopedia)

 j Communication: Television News Archive: Vanderbilt University tvnews.
vanderbilt.edu (index to television news)

 j Computer Science: CompInfo www.compinfo-center.com (magazines 
and downloads)

 j Economics: Intute: Economics www.intute.ac.uk/economics/ (reviewed 
websites associated with economics)

 j Education: Gateway to 21st Century Skills www.thegateway.org/ (resource 
guides and lesson plans)

 j Film Studies: Film Studies Resources www.lib.berkeley.edu/MRC/filmstudies 
/index.html (index to reviews and criticism)

 j  Geography/Geology: U.S. Geological Survey www.usgs.gov/pubprod/ (array 
of maps and other resources)

 j History: American Memory memory.loc.gov/ammem/index.html (pri-
mary documents)

 j Language, Literature: Online Literary Criticism Collection www.ipl.org/div 
/litcrit (biography and criticism)

 j Law: FindLaw www.findlaw.com (free legal information)

 j Mathematics: arXiv.org arxiv.org/ (non-peer-reviewed but moderated 
scholarly e-print submissions), Wolfram MathWorld mathworld 
.wolfram.com/ (encyclopedia)

 j Medicine: BioMed Central www.biomedcentral.com (journals)

 j Music: Online Resources for Music Scholars hcl.harvard.edu 
/research/guides/onmusic/ (gateway to music resources on the web)

 j Philosophy: Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy plato.stanford.edu

 j Physics: arXiv.org arxiv.org/ (non-peer-reviewed but moderated  
scholarly e-print submissions), Eric Weisstein’s World of Physics  
scienceworld.wolfram.com/physics

 j Political Science: Political Resources on the Net www.politicalresources.net/ 
THOMAS thomas.loc.gov (U.S. government documents)
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 j Psychology: Psych Web www.psywww.com/

 j Religion: Religion Online www.religion-online.org/ (articles and book 
chapters), Hartford Institute for Religion Research hirr.hartfordinstitute.org 
(surveys and statistics)

 j Sociology: Intute: Sociology www.intute.ac.uk/sociology (web resources)

Step 4: search the web using the following selective search engine:

 j ipl2 www.ipl.org/

Use with discretion. Contains a moderate percentage of academic websites. 
Favors nonprofit over commercial sites.

The Four Documentation Styles:  
Similarities and Differences 

The four most common styles of documentation are those established by:

 j the American Psychological Association (APA),

 j the Council of Science Editors (CSE), 

 j the University Press of Chicago, and

 j the Modern Language Association (MLA). 

Note: The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill Libraries offers 
authoritative examples of basic citations of electronic and print resources in 
all four styles at www.lib.unc.edu/instruct/citations/.

For citation examples not given at the University of North Carolina at 
Chapel Hill Libraries website, it is advisable to consult the various organiza-
tions’ printed manuals—Publication Manual of the American Psychological 
Association (6th edition), the Chicago Manual of Style (16th edition), Scientific 
Style and Format: The CSE Manual for Authors, Editors, and Publishers, and the 
MLA Handbook for Writers of Research Papers (7th edition). It is important to use 
the most recent edition available of each of these manuals.

You have probably already discovered that some professors are more con-
cerned than others that students obey the particulars of a given documentation 
style. Virtually all faculty across the curriculum agree, however, that the most 
important rule for writers to follow in documenting sources is formal consistency. That 
is, all of your in-text citations, or footnotes/endnotes, should follow the same 
format, and all of your end-of-text citations should follow the same format.

Once you begin doing most of your writing in a particular discipline, you 
may want to purchase or access on the Internet the more detailed style guide 
adhered to by that discipline. Because documentation styles differ not only 
from discipline to discipline but also even from journal to journal within a 
discipline, you should consult your professor about which documentation 
format he or she wishes you to use in a given course.
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The various styles differ in the specific ways that they organize the biblio-
graphical information, but they also share some common characteristics.

1. They place an extended citation for each source, including the author, 
the title, the date, and the place of publication, at the end of the paper 
(though in Chicago this end-of-text list is optional when employing 
footnotes/endnotes: consult with your professor). These end-of-text 
citations are organized in a list, usually alphabetically.

2. All four styles distinguish among different kinds of sources—providing 
slightly differing formulas for citing books, articles, encyclopedias, gov-
ernment documents, interviews, and so forth.

3. They all ask for these basic pieces of information to be provided when-
ever they are known: author, title of larger work along with title of 
article or chapter as appropriate, date of publication, and publisher or 
institutional affiliation. 

To briefly distinguish the styles:

 j the APA style employs the author-date format of parenthetical in-text 
citation and predominates in the social sciences, 

 j the Chicago style, best known for its use of footnotes or endnotes, is 
employed in history, the fine arts, and some other humanities disciplines, 

 j the CSE (aka CBE) style, which employs alternately the citation-
sequence system and the name-year system, is commonly used 
throughout the sciences, especially the natural sciences, and 

 j the MLA style, which uses the author-page format of parenthetical in-
text citation, prevails in the humanities disciplines of language,  
literature, film, and cultural studies.

Here are a few basic examples of in-text and end-of-text citations in the four 
most commonly used styles, followed by a brief discussion of the rules that apply.

APA Style 
In-text citation: Studies of students’ changing attitudes towards the small  
colleges that they attend suggest that their loyalty to the institution declines 
steadily over a four-year period, whereas their loyalty to individual professors 
or departments increases “markedly, by as much as twenty-five percent over 
the last two years” (Brown, 1994, p. 41).

For both books and articles, include the author’s last name, followed by 
a comma, and then the date of publication. If you are quoting or referring to 
a specific passage, include the page number as well, separated from the date 
by a comma and the abbreviation “p.” (or “pp.”) followed by a space. If the 
author’s name has been mentioned in the sentence, include only the date in 
the parentheses immediately following the author’s name.
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 In-text citation: Brown (1992) documents the decline in students’ institut-
ional loyalty.

End-of-text book citation: 
Tannen, D. (1991). You just don’t understand: Women and men in conversation. 

New York, NY: Ballantine Books.

End-of-text journal article citation: 
Baumeister, R. (1987). How the self became a problem: A psychological review 

of historical research. Journal of Personality and Psychology, 52, 163–176.

End-of-text website citation: 
Hershey Foods Corporation. (2001, March 15). 2001 Annual Report. Retrieved 

from www.thehersheycompany.com/investors/financial-reports 
/annual-and-quarterly-reports.aspx

End-of-text citation of a journal article retrieved from a website or database: 
Paivio, A. (1975). Perceptual comparisons through the mind’s eye. Memory & 

Cognition, 3, 635–647. doi:10.1037/0278-6133.24.2.225 

Note that citations of journal articles retrieved on the web include a DOI, a 
unique code that allows easy retrieval of the article. The DOI is typically located 
on the first page of the electronic journal article near the copyright notice. 
When a DOI is used in your citation, no other retrieval information is needed. 
Use this format for the DOI in references: doi:xxxxxxx 

If no DOI has been assigned to the content, provide the home page URL 
of the journal or report publisher. If you retrieve an article from a library 
(subscription) database, in general it is not necessary to include the database 
information in the citation. Do not include retrieval dates unless the source 
material has changed over time.

APA style requires an alphabetical list of references (by author’s last 
name, which keys the reference to the in-text citation). This list is located at 
the end of the paper on a separate page and entitled “References.” Regarding 
manuscript form, the first line of each reference is not indented, but all sub-
sequent lines are indented three spaces.

In alphabetizing the references list, place entries for a single author 
before entries that he or she has coauthored, and arrange multiple entries by 
a single author by beginning with the earliest work. If there are two or more 
works by the same author in the same year, designate the second with an 
“a,” the third a “b,” and so forth, directly after the year. For all subsequent 
entries by an author after the first, substitute three hyphens followed by 
a period [---.] for his or her name. For articles by two or more authors, use 
commas to connect the authors, and precede the last one with a comma and 
an ampersand (&).

The APA style divides individual entries into the following parts: author 
(using initials only for first and middle names), year of publication (in paren-
theses), title, and publication data. Each part is separated by a period from 
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the others. Note that only the first letter of the title and subtitle of books is 
capitalized (although proper nouns would be capitalized as necessary).

Journal citations differ from those for books in a number of small 
ways. The title of a journal article is neither italicized (nor underlined) 
nor enclosed in quotation marks, and only the first word in the title and 
subtitle is capitalized. The name of the journal is italicized (or underlined), 
however, and the first word and all significant words are capitalized. Also, 
notice that the volume number (which is separated by a comma from the 
title of the journal) is italicized (or underlined) to distinguish it from the 
page reference. Page numbers for the entire article are included, with no 
“p.” or “pp.,” and are separated by a comma from the preceding volume 
number. If the journal does not use volume numbers, then p. or pp. is 
included.

Chicago Style 
Footnote or endnote citation: The earliest groups to explore that part of the 
country spent much of their time finding out of the way places to “hide their 
families and cache their grain.”1 

The raised numeral indicates a footnote at the bottom of the page or an 
endnote at the conclusion of a chapter. Following is an example of what that 
note would look like, assuming this is the first note to have appeared in the 
paper, thus listed as note number one:

Footnote/endnote book citation:
1. Juanita Brooks, The Mountain Meadows Massacre (Norman: 

University of Oklahoma Press, 1991), 154.
Here are some examples of other types of notes, numbered consecutively 

as if each were appearing in the same paper, in this order:

Footnote/endnote journal article citation:
2. Richard Jackson, “Running Down the Up-Escalator: Regional 

Inequality in Papua New Guinea,” Australian Geographer 14 (May 1979): 180.

Footnote/endnote website citation:
3.  Baha’i International Community. “The Baha’i Faith,” The Baha’i 

World, accessed September 20, 2013, info.bahai.org.

Footnote/endnote citation of a journal article retrieved from a website: 
4.     Linda Belau, “Trauma and the Material Signifier,” Postmodern Culture 

11, no. 2 (2001): par. 6, www.iath.virginia.edu/pmc/text-only/issue.101/11.2 
belau.txt.

Footnote/endnote library (subscription) database journal article citation: 
5.     Ilan Rachum, “The Meaning of ‘Revolution’ in the English Revolution 

(1648–1660),”Journal of the History of Ideas 56, no. 2 (1995): 196. www.jstor 
.org/stable/2709835.
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In addition to footnotes/endnotes, the Chicago style recommends but 
does not require an alphabetical list of references (by author’s last name). 
This list is located at the end of the paper on a separate page and is entitled 
“Bibliography.” Listed below are the same references employed above, for-
matted for the bibliography:

End-of-text book citation:
Brooks, Juanita. The Mountain Meadows Massacre. Norman: University of 

Oklahoma Press, 1991.

End-of-text journal article citation:
Jackson, Richard. “Running Down the Up-Escalator: Regional Inequality in 

Papua New Guinea.” Australian Geographer 14 (May 1979): 175–84.

End-of-text website citation:
Baha’i International Community. “The Baha’i Faith.” The Baha’i World. 

Accessed September 20, 2013. info.bahai.org. 

End-of-text citation of a journal article retrieved from a website:
Belau, Linda. “Trauma and the Material Signifier.” Postmodern Culture 11, 

no. 2 (2001), www.iath.virginia.edu/pmc/text-only/issue.101/11.2belau.txt. 

End-of-text library (subscription) database journal article citation:
Rachum, Ilan. “The Meaning of ‘Revolution’ in the English Revolution (1648–

1660).” Journal of the History of Ideas 56, no. 2 (1995): 195–215. www.jstor.org 
/stable/2709835.

Each entry in the bibliography is divided into three parts: author, title, and 
publication data. Each of these parts is separated by a period from the others. 
Titles of book-length works are italicized. Journal citations differ slightly: arti-
cle names go inside quotations, no punctuation follows the titles of journals, 
and a colon precedes the page numbers when pagination is known.

CSE Style Employing Name-Year (Author-Date) System 
In-text citation: Soap works as a cleaning agent because of the distinctiveness 
of each end of the soap molecule, their “opposing tendencies,” that is (McMurry 
and others 2010, p 768).

For both books and articles, include the author’s last name followed by the 
date of publication. For two authors, include the two last names (Smith and Jones 
2013). For more than two authors, as in the case above, employ the phrase “and 
others.” If you are quoting or referring to a specific passage, include the page 
number as well, separated from the date by a comma and the abbreviation “p” 
(or “pp”) followed by a space. If the author’s name has been mentioned in the 
sentence, include only the date in the parentheses immediately following the 
author’s name wherever it appears in the sentence.

In-text citation: Romero (2008) reviews the transformation of scientific knowl-
edge about the polymer.
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End-of-text book citation: McMurry J, Castellion ME, Ballantine DS. 2010. Funda-
mentals of general, organic, and biological chemistry. New York: Prentice Hall.

End-of-text journal article citation: Healy R, Cerio R, Hollingsworth A, Bewley 
A. 2010. Acquired perforating dermatosis associated with pregnancy. Clin 
Exp Dermatol. 35(6): 621–623.

End-of-text website citation: International Union for Conservation of Nature 
and Natural Resources. 2013. IUCN red list of threatened species [Internet]. 
Gland, Switzerland and Cambridge, UK: IUCN. [cited 2013 Aug 12]. Available 
from: www. iucnredlist.org/

End-of-text citation of journal article retrieved from a website: Philippi TE, 
Dixon PM, Taylor BE. 1998. Detecting trends in species composition. Ecol 
Appl [Internet]. [cited 2013 Aug 12]; 8(2): 300–308. Available from: dx.doi 
.org/10.1890/1051-0761(1998)008[0300:DTISC]2.0.CO;2

End-of-text library (subscription) database journal article citation: Kenny 
G, Yardley J, Brown C, Sigal R, Jay O. 2010. Heat stress in older indi-
viduals and patients with common chronic diseases. Can Med Assoc J 
[Internet]. [cited 2010 June 12]; 182(10): 1053–1060. Available from Health 
Source: Academic/Nursing Edition: 0-search.ebscohost.com.library 
.muhlenberg.edu/login.aspx?direct=true&db=hch&AN=52226611&site=e
host-live&scope=site. 

CSE style requires an alphabetical list of references (by author’s last 
name, which keys the reference to the in-text citation). This list is located 
at the end of the paper on a separate page and is titled “Cited References.” 
Regarding manuscript form, the first line of each reference is not indented, 
but all subsequent lines are indented three spaces.

In alphabetizing the references list, place entries for a single author 
before entries that he or she has coauthored, and arrange multiple entries by 
a single author by beginning with the earliest work.

The CSE style divides individual entries into the following parts: author 
(using initials only for first and middle names), year of publication, title, and 
publication data. Each part is separated by a period from the others. Note that 
only the first letter of the title and subtitle of books is capitalized (although 
proper nouns would be capitalized as necessary).

Journal citations differ from those for books in a number of small ways. 
The title of a journal article is neither italicized (nor underlined) nor enclosed 
in quotation marks, and only the first word in the title and subtitle is capi-
talized. CSE style requires that journal titles be abbreviated in the standard 
manner used by science researchers, found at ISI Journal Title Abbreviations 
www.efm.leeds.ac.uk/~mark/ISIabbr/. This is followed by a volume num-
ber and an issue number if available. Page numbers for the entire article are 
included, with no “p.” or “pp.,” and are separated by a colon from the preced-
ing volume or issue number.
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CSE Style Employing Citation Sequence System 
In-text citation: Soap works as a cleaning agent because of the distinctiveness 
of each end of the soap molecule, their “opposing tendencies,” that is1.

Page numbers are generally not included in this system of CSE, but point 
to the source generally. 

End-of-text book citation:
1. McMurry J, Castellion ME, Ballantine DS. Fundamentals of general, organic, 
and biological chemistry. New York: Prentice Hall; 2010.

End-of-text journal article citation:
2. Healy R, Cerio R, Hollingsworth A, Bewley A. Acquired perforating dermato-
sis associated with pregnancy. Clin Exp Dermatol. 2010;35(6):621–623.

End-of-text website citation:
3. International Union for Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources. IUCN 
red list of threatened species [Internet]. Gland, Switzerland and Cambridge, 
UK: IUCN; 2013 [cited 2013 Aug 12]. Available from: www.iucnredlist.org 

End-of-text citation of journal article retrieved from a website:
4. Philippi TE, Dixon PM, Taylor BE. Detecting trends in species composition. 
Ecol Appl [Internet]. 1998 [cited 2013 Aug 12];8(2):300–308. Available from: 
dx.doi.org/10.1890/1051-0761(1998)008[0300:DTISC]2.0.CO;2

End-of-text library (subscription) database journal article citation:
5. Kenny G, Yardley J, Brown C, Sigal R, Jay O. Heat stress in older individuals 
and patients with common chronic diseases. Can Med Assoc J [Internet]. 2010 
[cited 2013 Jun 12];182(10):1053–1060. Available from Health Source: Academic/
Nursing Edition: 0-search.ebscohost.com.library.muhlenberg.edu/login 
.aspx?direct=true&db=hch&AN=52226611&site=ehost-live&scope=site. 
System requirements: Adobe Acrobat. Subscription required for access.

In the CSE style, end-of-text citations appear in a list titled “Cited 
References,” and correspond to the superscript numeral appearing in the text, 
in the order of their introduction in the text. 

In CSE style, individual entries into the following parts: author (using 
initials only for first and middle names), title, and publication data. Each 
part is separated by a period from the others. Note that only the first letter 
of the title and subtitle of books is capitalized (although proper nouns would 
be capitalized as necessary).

Journal citations differ from those for books in a number of small ways. The 
title of a journal article is neither italicized (nor underlined) nor enclosed in quota-
tion marks, and only the first word in the title and subtitle is capitalized. CSE style 
requires that journal titles be abbreviated in the standard manner used by science 
researchers, found at ISI Journal Title Abbreviations www.efm.leeds.ac.uk/~mark 
/ISIabbr/. This is followed by a volume number and an issue number if available. 
Page numbers for the entire article are included, with no “p.” or “pp.,” and are 
separated by a colon from the preceding volume or issue number.
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MLA Style 
In-text citation: The influence of Seamus Heaney on younger poets in 
Northern Ireland has been widely acknowledged, but Patrick Kavanagh’s 
“plain-speaking, pastoral” influence on him is “less recognized” (Smith 74).

“(Smith 74)” indicates the author’s last name and the page number on which 
the cited passage appears. If the author’s name had been mentioned in the 
sentence—had the sentence begun “According to Smith”—you would include 
only the page number in the citation. Note that there is no abbreviation for 
“page,” that there is no intervening punctuation between name and page, and 
that the parentheses precede the period or other punctuation. If the sentence 
ends with a direct quotation, the parentheses come after the quotation marks 
but before the closing period. Also note that no punctuation occurs between the 
last word of the quotation (“recognized”) and the closing quotation mark.

End-of-text book citation:
Douglas, Ann. Terrible Honesty: Mongrel Manhattan in the 1920s. New York: 

Farrar, 1995. Print.

End-of-text journal article citation:
Cressy, David. “Foucault, Stone, Shakespeare and Social History.” English Literary 

Renaissance 21 (1991): 121–33. Print.

End-of-text website citation:
Landow, George, ed. Contemporary Postcolonial and Postimperial Literature in English. 

Brown U, 2002. Web. 25 June 2013.

End-of-text citation of a journal article retrieved from a website:
Nater, Miguel. “El beso de la Esfinge: La poética de lo sublime en La amada 

inmóvil de Amado Nervo y en los Nocturnos de José Asunción Silva.” 
Romanitas 1.1 (2006): n. pag. Web. 25 June 2013.

End-of-text library (subscription) database journal article citation:
Arias, Judith H. “The Devil at Heaven’s Door.” Hispanic Review 61.1 (1993): n. 

pag. Academic Search Premier. Web. 25 June 2013.

Note that the above citations all indicate a format type (print or web) and the 
web citations end with the date the researcher accessed the website or database.

MLA style stipulates an alphabetical list of references (by author’s last 
name, which keys the reference to the in-text citation). This list is located at 
the end of the paper on a separate page and entitled “Works Cited.”

Each entry in the Works Cited list is divided into three parts: author, 
title, and publication data. Each of these parts is separated by a period from 
the others. Titles of book-length works are italicized, unless your instructor 
prefers underlining. (Underlining is a means of indicating italics.) Journal 
citations differ slightly: article names go inside quotations, no punctuation 
follows the titles of journals, and a colon precedes the page numbers when 
pagination is known.
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Guidelines for Finding, Evaluating,  
and Citing Sources 

1.  Examine bibliographies at the end of the articles and books you’ve 
already found. Remember that one quality source can, in its biblio-
graphy, point to many other resources.

2.  Citing sources isn’t just about acknowledging intellectual or informa-
tional debts; it’s also a courtesy to your readers, directing them how to 
find out more about the subject cited.

3.  Before you settle in with one author’s book-length argument, use 
indexes and bibliographies and other resources to achieve a broader 
view.

4.  URLs with domain names ending in .edu and .gov usually offer more 
reliable choices than the standard .com.

5.  When professors direct you to do bibliographic research, they usu-
ally are referring to research done with indexes; these are available in 
print, online, and CD-ROM formats.

6.  In evaluating a website about which you don’t know much, try 
“backspacing” a URL to trace back to its authorship or institutional 
affiliation.
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Overview This is a chapter about organization, about the various formats 
writers use to structure their ideas. You will learn the why as well as the how 
of the formats prescribed by particular academic disciplines in the humani-
ties and in the natural and social sciences, such as English, political science, 
psychology, biology, and chemistry. The chapter argues that these formats 
are actually much more similar than their stylistic differences may lead you 
to believe. The chapter also includes discussion of transitions and of typical 
paragraph shapes, including introductions and conclusions—the building 
blocks of writing in any discipline.

Overall, the chapter seeks to increase your rhetorical awareness, that 
is, your awareness of how an audience’s attitudes and needs can affect the 
shape of your writing. 

The Two Functions of Formats 
We began this book by saying that learning to write well means learning to use 
writing in order to think well. Writing is not just a way of organizing thoughts; 
it is a way of making thoughts happen. This chapter asks you to consider the 
relationship between the forms of certain kinds of academic writing, such as 
the lab report, and the way these forms shape thinking. Once you train yourself 
to see the kind of thinking a format asks you to do, you will be able to adapt 
your writing process accordingly.

It’s important to recognize that all organizational schemes are conventional—
which is to say, they are agreed-upon protocols with social functions. They 
show you how to write in a way that will allow you to be heard by others in 
a particular discourse community—a group of people connected by shared 
ways of talking and thus of thinking. But it’s also important to recognize 
that these protocols are not just containers for information; they are tools of 
invention.

Most of the writing (and thinking) people do is generated by some kind 
of format, even if they are not aware of it. Accordingly, you should not regard 

Chapter 9
From Paragraphs to Papers: Forms 
and Formats Across the Curriculum
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the formats that you encounter simply as prescriptive sets of artificial rules. 
Rather, try to think of them as descriptive accounts of the various heuristics—
sets of questions and categories—that humans typically use to guide and 
stimulate their thinking.

TWO FUNCTIONS OF FORMATS: RHETORICAL AND HEURISTIC

 j Rhetorical: formats make communication among members of a disci-
pline easier and more efficient.

 j Heuristic: formats offer writers a means of finding and exploring ideas.

Because formats offer a means not only of displaying thinking in a dis-
cipline, but also of shaping it, the format that a discipline requires (whether 
tacitly or overtly) conditions its members to think in particular ways. Learning 
to use the format that scientists use predisposes you to think like a scientist. 
Although knowing the required steps of a discipline’s writing format won’t 
write your papers for you, not knowing how writers in that discipline charac-
teristically proceed can keep you from being read.

Academic disciplines differ in the extent to which they adhere to prescribed 
organizational schemes. In biology and psychology, for example, formal papers 
and reports generally follow an explicitly prescribed pattern of presentation. 
Some other disciplines are less uniform and less explicit about their reliance 
on formats, but writers in these fields—economics, for example, or history or 
English or religion—usually operate within fairly established forms as well. 

The writing strategies and heuristics in this book are formats in the sense 
that most prescribe a series of steps. The emphasis of Writing Analytically rests 
more on the process of invention than it does on the organization of the fin-
ished paper, but, as we have been suggesting, the two are not really separate. 
The book’s heuristics can be used as organizational models; they can also be 
adapted for use in the various disciplinary formats that college writing requires. 

Using Formats Heuristically: An Example 
To lose sight of the heuristic value of formats is to become preoccupied with for-
mats merely as disciplinary etiquette. The solution to this problem is to find the 
spaces in a format that will allow it to work as a heuristic. Consider how you might 
go about using even a highly specified organizational scheme like the following.

1. State the problem.

2. Develop criteria of adequacy for a solution.

3. Explore at least two inadequate solutions.

4. Explicate the proposed solution.

5. Evaluate the proposed solution.

6. Reply to anticipated criticisms.
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The best reason not to ignore any of the six steps in this problem/solution 
format is that the format does have a logic, although it leaves that logic 
unstated. The purpose of including at least two inadequate solutions (step 3), 
for example, is to protect the writer against moving to a conclusion too quickly 
on the basis of too little evidence. The requirements that the writer evaluate 
the solution and reply to criticisms (steps 5 and 6) press the writer toward 
complexity, preventing a one-sided and uncritical answer. In short, heuristic 
value in the format is there for a writer to use if he or she doesn’t allow a 
premature concern with matters of form to take precedence over thinking. It 
would be a mistake, in other words, to assume that one must move through 
the six steps consecutively; the writer would only need to arrange his or her 
thinking in that order when putting together the final product. 

The Common Structure of Most Academic Writing 
Differences in surface features—sentence style, word choice—tend to obscure 
the fact that a common underlying structure and set of aims unites most kinds 
of academic writing across the curriculum.

You can train yourself to start seeing this underlying structure by first rec-
ognizing that academic writing in all disciplines is problem-oriented, which 
is to say that academic writing typically starts by noting something that is 
missing from previous writing and research. As you will see, disciplines dif-
fer in how overtly writers may single out problems in other writers’ thinking.  
And yet, in one way or another, most academic writing begins by locating 
something that needs to be done—something that calls for more research, for 
example—and saying why this new work might matter. 

Science Format Compared with Other Kinds of Writing 
Here is a quick overview of the organizational scheme prescribed in the natural 
sciences and for some kinds of papers in the social sciences, such as reports on 
research in psychology and political science. Although not all writing in these 
disciplines follows this format, most does—especially lab reports and articles 
based on the experimental method and quantitative research. The structure 
is commonly referred to as IMRAD:

I introduction 

M methods

R results

A and

D discussion

You can think of this format as two descriptions of the research (methods 
and results) framed by two sections (introduction and discussion) that locate 
it in the context of existing knowledge in the field. The introduction locates 
the new work in terms of what has already been done (which points to what 
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still needs to be done). The discussion section considers how knowledge in 
the field might be changed by the addition of the new results. (See LabWrite 
Program sponsored by NSF at www.ncsu.edu/labwrite. Also see advice from 
the Council of Science Editors—CSE.) 

The following Voice from Across the Curriculum offers a fuller definition 
of the parts of the report format used in the sciences, a format we will then 
restate in a way that makes the common denominators of this and other 
formats easier to recognize. 

VOICES FROM ACROSS THE CURRICULUM

Writing in the Sciences: A Biochemistry Professor Speaks
The lab report as taught in college science courses teaches students to mimic the 
process of thinking required to write a scientific paper. The governing question of the 
lab report is, “To what extent is my data consistent with what I was supposed to get?” 

The lab report, like most scientific writing, has four parts (five if you include the abstract):

Abstract
— The short synoptic version of essentially the entire paper: What you did, what you 

found, and how you did it.

Introduction/Purpose/Objective
—What you are trying to accomplish and why it is important

Methods/Experimental Procedures
—The details of how you performed the experiments

Results/Data
— Reporting of the data without commentary, often done with tables, graphs, and 

figures rather than text.

—Primarily summative and descriptive 

Discussion/Conclusions
— This is where the analysis happens. Cite the data, then make qualified, evidence-

based claims from the data; draw implications.

In the written accounts of scientific experiments, some information is repeated across 
sections. This repetition is deliberate. No scientist reads a paper in order, and so every 
section has to stand by itself. 

—KerI ColAbroy, ProFessor oF bIoChemIsTry

Here is a restatement of the IMRAD format demonstrating how similar it 
is in its aims and methods to other kinds of academic writing. 

THE COMMON FORMAT OF ACADEMIC WRITING

1. Begin with some kind of problem or question or uncertainty. Say why 
the new study might matter, why it needs doing. Offer a theory to be 
tested (working thesis/hypothesis).
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2. Test the adequacy of the theory by conducting some kind of experi-
mental procedure or other way of analyzing evidence.

3. Report resulting data—what was revealed by the experiment or other 
analytical method such as close reading of textual evidence or statisti-
cal analysis.

4. Interpret the results and draw conclusions about their significance. 
How might the results change current thinking and/or open the way to 
new questions and further study? 

If you are just learning to write and think in an academic discipline, you 
cannot be expected to say in the opening paragraph the state of knowledge 
in the field on a particular question. Nor can you be expected to arrive at 
something that will alter thinking in a discipline—although sometimes this 
does, in fact, happen. Nevertheless, college writers and their teachers across 
the curriculum write with similar goals: ask and answer a new question, offer 
alternatives to existing ideas or evidence, or provide a new perspective or better evi-
dence on something already known.

The observations in the following Voices from Across the Curriculum 
apply to much, but certainly not all, of the writing that goes on in the sciences. 
Writing in physics, for example, in which research is more theoretical, often 
takes a different form. There are other exceptions. Writing in psychology can 
appear in the form of the case study, rather than in reports on experiments.

VOICES FROM ACROSS THE CURRICULUM

How to Write—and Read—Scientific Formats: Two Professors Speak
experimental Psychology uses a very rigid format. I explain to the students the 
functions of the different sections for the reader. once students start to read journal 
articles themselves, the functions of the sections become clear. readers do not always 
want to read or reread the whole article. If I want to replicate someone’s research, I 
may read just the “methods” section to get the technical details I need. I may read just 
the “results” section to get a sense of the numerical results I might expect. on the 
other hand, I may not care about the details of how the experiment was run. I might 
just want to know if it worked, in which case I would read the first few sentences of the 
“Discussion” section. The format lets me know exactly where to find whatever I might 
be looking for, without having to read through the whole article.

—lAurA eDelmAN, ProFessor oF PsyChology

In writing in the social sciences, there is a standard plot with three alternative endings. 
The “Introduction” (a standard section of APA style) sets forth the problem, which the 
“methods” section promises to address. The “results” section “factually” reports the 
outcome of the study, with the “Discussion” section interpreting the results. “The data” 
are given the starring role in determining which ending is discussed in the “Discussion” 
section: hypothesis confirmed, hypothesis rejected, or hard to say. (I would say 
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“which ending the author chooses” versus “which ending is discussed,” but the data 
are supposed to be determinative, and the role of the author/investigator neutral.) 
Analytical thinking comes in setting up the problem and making sense of the results  
in conjunction with existing literature on the subject.

—AlAN TjelTveIT, ProFessor oF PsyChology

Three Organizing Strategies 
Here are three organizational patterns that are useful in many kinds of writing. 
They have both rhetorical and idea-generating (heuristic) value. 

Climactic Order: Saving the Best for Last 
Climactic order arranges elements from least to most important. The idea is to 
build to your best points, rather than leading with them and thereby allowing 
the paper to trail off from your more minor and less interesting observations.

But what are your best points? A frequent mistake that writers commit 
in arranging their points climactically—and one that has much to do with the 
rhetoric of form—is to assume that the best point is the most obvious, the one 
with the most data attached to it and the one least likely to produce disagree-
ment with readers. Such writers end up giving more space than they should 
to ideas that really don’t need much development because they are already 
evident to most readers.

If you follow the principle of climactic order, you would begin with the 
most obvious and predictable points—and ones that, psychologically speak-
ing, would get readers assenting—and then build to the more revealing and 
less obvious ones. So, for example, if the comparisons between film A and 
film B are fairly mundane but the contrasts are really provocative, you’d get 
the comparisons out of the way first and build to the contrasts, exploiting  
difference within similarity (see Chapter 3).

If, for example, there are four important reasons for labeling genetically 
modified foods, you might choose to place the most compelling one last. If 
you were to put it first, you might draw your readers in quickly (a principle 
used by news stories) but then lose them as your argument seemed to trail 
off into less interesting rationales. 

Comparison/Contrast: Two Formats 
In Chapter 3, we discuss comparison as an invention strategy. We now want 
to address this subject from the perspective of organizing a paper. The first 
decision a writer has to make when arranging comparisons and contrasts is 
whether to address the two items being compared and contrasted in sequential 
blocks (A and then B) or point by point. 

 j Organize by subjects being compared (subject A and then subject B), or

 j Organize the comparison under a series of topics (Topic 1: A and B, 
Topic 2: A and B, etc.)
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If you are comparing subject A with subject B, you might first make all the 
points you wish to make about A and then make points about B by explicitly 
referring back to A as you go. The advantage of this format is that it will allow 
you to use comparing and contrasting to figure out what you wish to say as 
you are drafting.

The disadvantage of this “subject-A-then-subject-B” format is that it can 
easily lose focus. If you don’t manage to keep the points you raise about each 
side of your comparison parallel, you may end up with a paper comprised of 
two loosely connected halves. The solution is to make your comparisons and 
contrasts in the second half of the paper connect explicitly with what you said 
in the first half. What you say about subject A, in other words, should set the 
subtopics and terms for discussion of subject B. 

The alternative pattern of organization for comparisons and contrasts is 
to organize by topic—not A and then B, but A1 and B1, A2 and B2, A3 and B3, 
and so forth. That is, you talk about both A and B under a series of subtopics. 
If, for example, you were comparing two films, you might organize your work 
under such headings as directing, script, acting, special effects, and so forth.

The advantage of this format is that it better focuses the comparisons, 
pressing you to use them to think with. The disadvantage is that organiz-
ing in this way is sometimes difficult to manage until you’ve already done 
quite a bit of thinking about the two items you’re comparing. The solution, 
particularly in longer papers, is sometimes to use both formats. You begin by 
looking at each of your subjects separately to make the big links and distinc-
tions apparent and then focus what you’ve said by further pursuing selected 
comparisons one topic at a time.

Concessions and Refutations: Giving and Taking Away 
In the language of argument, you concede whenever you acknowledge that 
a position at odds with your own does indeed have merit, even though you 
continue to believe that your position overall is the more reasonable one. 
When making a concession, a writer needs to represent this competing point 
of view as genuinely creditable—rather than only seemingly creditable until 
he or she lays out a means of opposing it. Another option is to argue against 
these views so as to refute their reasonableness. (For a misuse of concessions and  
refutations, see Straw Man under A Brief Glossary of Common Logical Fallacies in 
Chapter 5, Interpretation.)

As a rule of thumb, avoid making your readers wait too long before you 
either concede or refute a view that you can assume will already have occurred 
to them. If you delay too long, you may inadvertently suggest either that you 
are unaware of the competing view or that you are afraid to bring it up.

In the case of short and easily managed concessions and refutations, 
you can often house these within the first several paragraphs and, in this 
way, clear a space for the position you wish to promote. In the case of 
more complicated and potentially more threatening alternative arguments, 
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you may need to express your own position clearly and convincingly first. 
But to avoid the rhetorical problem of appearing to ignore the threat, you 
will probably need to give it a nod, telling readers that you will return to 
a full discussion of it later, once you have laid out your own position in  
some detail.

The placement of arguments has much to do with their relative com-
plexity. Reasonably straightforward and easily explained concessions and 
refutations can often all be grouped in one place, perhaps as early as the 
second or third paragraph of a paper. The approach to concession and refu-
tation in more complex arguments does not allow for such grouping. For 
each part of your argument, you will probably need to concede and refute as 
necessary, before moving to the next part of your argument and repeating 
the procedure.

TRY THIS 9.1: Locating Concessions and Refutations 
Study the paragraph on gender inequality and language to answer the follow-
ing questions: (1) What language functions as concession? (2) What language 
functions as refutation? (3) What part of the competing argument does the 
refutation still appear willing to concede? (4) How is the refutation that the 
writer offers different from the position to which he concedes?

Gender Inequality and Linguistic Bias

The more conservative side on this issue questions whether the elimination of 
generic pronouns can, in fact, change attitudes, and whether intentionally changing 
language is even possible. The reformist side believes that the elimination of generic 
pronouns is necessary for women’s liberation from oppression and that reshaping the 
use of male pronouns as generic is both possible and effective. Although the answer 
to the debate over the direct link between a change in language and a change in 
society is not certain, it is certain that the attitudes and behaviors of societies are 
inseparable from language. language conditions what we feel and think. The act of 
using “they” to refer to all people rather than the generic “he” will not automatically 
change collective attitudes toward women. These generic pronouns should be 
changed, however, because 1) the struggle itself increases awareness and discussion 
of the sexual inequalities in society, and subsequently, this awareness will transform 
attitudes and language, and 2) the power of linguistic usage has been mainly 
controlled by and reserved for men. solely by participating in linguistic reform, 
women have begun to appropriate some of the power for themselves.

What Introductions Do: “Why What I’m  
Saying Matters” 
As we have said, introductions in all disciplines have some underlying com-
monalities. Most kinds of academic writing begin by telling readers what the 
writer found interesting, worth pursuing, and why. The Latin roots of the 
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word suggest that introductions bring the reader into a subject (intro, meaning 
“within,” and ducere, meaning “to lead or bring”). Its length varies, depending on 
the scope of the writing project. An introduction may take a paragraph, a few 
paragraphs, a few pages, a chapter, or even a book. In most academic writing, 
one or two paragraphs is a standard length.

The primary challenge in writing introductions lies in occupying the 
middle ground between saying too much too soon (overassertive prejudg-
ment) and saying too little up front (avoidance of taking a position). The most 
important thing to do in the introductory paragraph of an analytical paper is 
to lay out a genuine issue, something that seems to be at stake in whatever it 
is you are studying.

Set up this issue as quickly and concretely as you can. The introduction 
should give your reader a quick sampling of some feature or features in your 
evidence that initially aroused your curiosity. As a general rule, you should 
assume that readers of your essay will need to know on page one—preferably 
by the end of your first paragraph—what your paper is attempting to resolve 
or negotiate. Your introduction is saying: “Look at this, reader; it is worth 
thinking about, and here’s why.” 

As we said in Chapter 6, Finding and Evolving a Thesis, in most 
academic disciplines (with some significant exceptions, such as philo-
sophy) the first paragraph of a paper usually does not need to—and most 
often can’t—offer your conclusion; it will take the body of your paper to 
accomplish that. The introduction should, however, provide a quick look 
at particular details that set up the issue. You can then use these details 
to generate a theory, a working hypothesis, about whatever it is you think 
is at stake in the material. The rest of the paper then tests and devel-
ops this theory. (See “Introductions, Conclusions, and the Thesis” in  
Chapter 6.) 

In the sciences, the standard instructions for composing an introduction 
are worded somewhat differently, but with similar intent: create a context by 
citing all previous work relevant to your study, show the need for new infor-
mation by pointing to an uncertainty or problem in existing knowledge, say 
what you are trying to accomplish and why it is important. 

We here repeat from Chapter 6 a list of kinds of questions that introduc-
tory paragraphs usually answer:

What is potentially interesting about what I have noticed, and why? 
What am I seeing that other people perhaps have not seen or have not sufficiently 

acknowledged? 
Why might what I have noticed matter in relation to the usual ways of thinking about 

my subject?
How might what I have noticed require a new way of thinking about my subject, or at 

least a revision, however slight, of the usual ways of thinking? 
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How Much to Introduce Up Front: Typical Problems 
The danger is trying to turn the introduction into a miniature essay. Consider 
the three problems discussed next as symptoms of overcompression, telltale 
signs that you need to reconceive, and probably reduce, your introduction.

Digression: Digression results when you try to include too much background. 
If, for example, you plan to write about a recent innovation in video technol-
ogy, you’ll need to monitor the amount and kind of technical information 
you include in your opening paragraphs. You’ll also want to avoid starting at 
a point that is too far away from your immediate concerns, as in “From the 
beginning of time humans have needed to communicate.” 

As a general rule in academic writing, don’t assume that your readers know 
little or nothing about the subject. Instead, use the social potential of the intro-
duction to negotiate with your audience, setting up your relationship with your 
readers and making clear what you are assuming they do and do not know.

Incoherence: Incoherence results when you try to preview too much of your 
paper’s conclusion in the introduction. Such introductions move in too many 
directions at once, usually because the writer is trying to conclude before 
going through the discussion that will make the conclusion comprehensible. 
The language you are compelled to use in such cases tends to be too dense, 
and the connections between the sentences tend to get left out, because there 
isn’t enough room to include them. After having read the entire paper, your 
readers may be able to make sense of the introduction, but in that case, the 
introduction has not done its job.

The following introductory paragraph is incoherent, primarily because it 
tries to include too much. It neither adequately connects its ideas nor defines 
its terms.

Twinship is a symbol in many religious traditions. The significance of twinship will 
be discussed and explored in the Native American, japanese shinto, and Christian 
religions. Twinship can be either in opposing or common forces in the form of deities 
or mortals. There are several forms of twinship that show duality of order versus chaos, 
good versus evil, and creation versus destruction. The significance of twinship is to set 
moral codes for society and to explain the inexplicable.

Prejudgment: Prejudgment results when you appear to have already settled 
the question to be pursued in the rest of the paper. The problem here is logi-
cal. In the effort to preview your paper’s conclusion at the outset, you risk 
appearing to assume something as true that your paper will, in fact, need to 
test. In most papers in the humanities and social sciences, where the thesis 
evolves in specificity and complexity between the introduction and conclu-
sion, writers and readers can find such assumptions prejudicial. Opening in 
this way, in any event, can make the rest of the paper seem redundant. Even 
in the sciences, in which a concise statement of objectives, plan of attack, and 
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hypothesis are usually required up front, separate “Results” and “Discussion” 
sections are reserved for the conclusion. 

VOICES FROM ACROSS THE CURRICULUM

Avoiding Strong Claims in the Introduction: An Economics Professor Speaks
I advise students to be careful about how they set up tentative conclusions in the 
opening paragraph, because these can easily slide into a prejudging of the question at 
hand. I would be more comfortable with a clear statement of the prevailing views held 
by others. For example, a student could write on the question, “Was Franklin Delano 
roosevelt a Keynesian?” What purpose would it serve in an opening paragraph to 
reveal without any supporting discussion that FDr was or was not a Keynesian? 

What might be better would be to say that in the public mind FDr is regarded as the 
original big spender, that some people commonly associate New Deal policies with 
general conceptions of Keynesianism, but that there may be some surprises in store as 
that common notion is examined.

In sum, I would discourage students from making strong claims at or near the 
beginning of a paper. let’s see the evidence first. We should all have respect for the 
evidence. strong assertions, bordering on conclusions, too early on are inappropriate.

—jAmes mArshAll, ProFessor oF eCoNomICs 

Some Good Ways to Begin a Paper 
All of the following ways to begin a paper enable you to play an ace, establishing 
your authority with your readers, without having to play your whole hand. They 
offer a starting position, rather than a miniaturized version of the entire paper. 
Remember that the aim of the introduction is to answer the question, Why does 
what I’m about to say matter? What makes it especially interesting or revealing, 
and in what context? Here are a few methods of accomplishing this aim.

Challenge a Commonly Held View This move provides you with a framework 
against which to develop your ideas; it allows you to begin with some back 
pressure, which will help you to define your position. Because you are 
responding to a known point of view, you have a ready way of integrating 
context into your paper. As the economics professor notes of the FDR exam-
ple, until we understand what the prevailing view is on FDR, it is pointless to 
start considering whether or not he was a Keynesian.

Begin with a Definition Beginning with a definition is a reliable way to introduce 
a topic, so long as that definition has some significance for the discussion to 
follow. If the definition doesn’t do any conceptual work in the introduction, 
the definition gambit becomes a pointless cliché. 

You are most likely to avoid cliché if you cite a source other than a stan-
dard dictionary for your definition. The reference collection of any academic 
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library contains a range of discipline-specific lexicons that provide more 
precise and authoritative definitions than Webster ever could. A useful alter-
native is to quote a particular author’s definition of a key term because you 
want to make a point about his or her particular definition: for example, 
“Although the Dictionary of Economics defines Keynesianism as XYZ, Smith 
treats only X and Y (or substitutes A for Z, and so forth).”

Lead with Your Second-best Example Another versatile opening gambit, where 
disciplinary conventions allow, is to use your second-best example to set up 
the issue or question that you later develop in-depth with your best example. 
This gambit is especially useful in papers that proceed inductively on the 
strength of representative examples, an organizational pattern common in 
the humanities. As you are assembling evidence in the outlining and pre-
writing stage, in many cases you will accumulate a number of examples that 
illustrate the same basic point. For example, several battles might illustrate a 
particular general’s military strategy; several primaries might exemplify how 
a particular candidate tailors his or her speeches to appeal to the religious 
right; several scenes might show how a particular playwright romanticizes 
the working class; and so on.

Save the best example to receive the most analytical attention in your 
paper. If you were to present this example in the introduction, you would risk 
making the rest of the essay vaguely repetitive. A quick close-up of another 
example will strengthen your argument or interpretation. By using a different 
example to raise the issues, you suggest that the phenomenon exemplified is 
not an isolated case and that the major example you will eventually concen-
trate upon is, indeed, representative.

Exemplify the Topic with a Narrative The narrative opening, an occasional 
gambit in the humanities and social sciences, introduces a short, pertinent, 
and vivid story or anecdote that exemplifies a key aspect of a topic. Although 
generally not permissible in the formal reports assigned in the natural and 
social sciences, narrative openings turn up in virtually all other kinds of writ-
ing across the curriculum. 

As the introduction funnels to its thesis, the readers receive a graphic 
sense of the issue that the writer will now develop nonnarratively. 
Nonnarrative treatment is necessary because by itself anecdotal evidence 
can be seen as merely personal. Storytelling is suggestive but usually does 
not constitute sufficient proof; it needs to be corroborated. 

What Conclusions Do: The Final “so what?” 
Like the introduction, the conclusion has a key social function: it escorts the 
readers out of the paper, just as the introduction has escorted them in. The 
concluding paragraph presents the paper’s final “so what?” 
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Conclusions always state the thesis in its most fully evolved form (See “The 
Conclusion: Returning the Thesis to the Larger Conversation” in Chapter 6.) 
In addition, the conclusion usually makes all of the following moves: 

 j It comes full circle. That is, it creates a sense of closure by revisiting the 
way the paper began. Often it returns to some key phrase from the 
context established in the introduction and updates it.

 j It pursues implications. That is, it reasons from the particular focus of 
the essay to broader issues, such as the study’s practical consequences 
or applications, or future-oriented issues, such as avenues for further 
research. To unfold implications in this way is to broaden the view 
from the here and now of the paper by looking outward to the wider 
world and forward to the future.

 j It identifies limitations. That is, it acknowledges restrictions of method or 
focus in the analysis, and qualifies the conclusion (and its implications) 
accordingly. 

These moves are quite literally movements—they take the thinking in 
the essay, and the readers with it, both backward and forward. The backward 
thrust we call culmination; the forward thrust we call send-off. 

When you culminate a paper, you bring together things that you have 
already said, establishing their connection and ascending to one final state-
ment of your thinking. The word “culminate” is derived from the Latin “columen,” 
meaning “top or summit.” To culminate is to reach the highest point, and it 
implies a mountain (in this case, of information and analysis) that you have 
scaled. 

The climactic effects of culmination provide the basis for the send-off. 
The send-off is both social and conceptual, a final opening outward of the 
topic that leads the reader out of the paper with something further to think 
about. Here the thinking moves beyond the close analysis of data that has 
occupied the body of the paper into a kind of speculation that the writer has 
earned the right to formulate.

Simply put, you culminate with the best statement of your big idea, and 
your send-off gets you and the reader out of the paper. The professors in the 
following Voices from Across the Curriculum suggest ways of ending on a 
note of expanded implication, bringing the paper’s more focused analysis to 
a larger perspective.

VOICES FROM ACROSS THE CURRICULUM

Beyond Restatement: A Business and a Political Science Professor Speak
I tell my students that too many papers “just end,” as if the last page or so were missing. 
I tell them the importance of ending a work. one could summarize main points, but I 
tell them this is not heavy lifting. 
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I believe the ending should be an expansion of possibilities, sort of like an introduction to 
some much larger “mental” paper out there. I sometimes encourage students to see the 
concluding section as an option to introduce ideas that can’t be dealt with now. sort of a 
“having done this, I would want to explore boom, boom, boom if I were to continue further.” 
here the students can critique and recommend (“having seen ‘this,’ one wonders ‘that’”).

—FreDerICK NorlINg, ProFessor oF busINess

The conclusion does not appear simply as a restatement of a thesis, but rather as an 
attempt to draw out its implications and significance (the “so what?”). This is what I 
usually try to impress upon students. For instance, if a student is writing on a particular 
proposal for party reform, I would expect the concluding paragraph to consider both 
the significance of the reform and its practicality.

I should note that professional papers often indicate the tentativeness of their conclusions 
by stressing the need for future research and indicating what these research needs might 
be. Although I haven’t tried this, maybe it would be useful to have students conclude 
papers with a section entitled “For Further Consideration” in which they would indicate 
those things that they would have liked to have known but couldn’t, given their time 
constraints, the availability of information, and lack of methodological sophistication. This 
would serve as a reminder of the tentativeness of conclusions and the need to revisit and 
revise arguments in the future (which, after all, is a good scholarly habit).

—jACK gAmbINo, ProFessor oF PolITICAl sCIeNCe 

Solving Typical Problems in Conclusions 
The primary challenge in writing conclusions lies in finding a way to culmi-
nate your analysis without claiming either too little or too much. There are a 
number of fairly common problems to guard against if you are to avoid either 
of these two extremes.

Redundancy: In Chapter 4 we lampooned an exaggerated example of the 
five-paragraph form for constructing its conclusion by stating “Thus, we see” 
and then repeating the introduction verbatim. The result is redundancy. It’s 
a good idea to refer back to the opening, but it’s a bad idea just to reinsert it 
mechanically. Instead, reevaluate what you said there in light of where you’ve 
ended up, repeating only key words or phrases from the introduction. This 
kind of selective repetition is a desirable way of achieving unity and will keep 
you from making one of two opposite mistakes—either repeating too much 
or bringing up a totally new point in the conclusion.

Raising a Totally New Point: Raising a totally new point can distract or bewilder 
a reader. This problem often arises out of a writer’s praiseworthy desire to avoid 
repetition. As a rule, you can guard against the problem by making sure that you 
have clearly expressed the conceptual link between your central conclusion and 
any implications you may draw. An implication is not a totally new point but 
rather one that follows from the position you have been analyzing.
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Similarly, although a capping judgment or send-off may appear for the first 
time in your concluding paragraph, it should have been anticipated by the body 
of your paper. Conclusions often indicate where you think you (or an interested 
reader) may need to go next, but you don’t actually go there. In a paper on the 
economist Milton Friedman, for example, if you think that another economist 
offers a useful way of critiquing him, you probably should not introduce this 
person for the first time in your conclusion.

Overstatement: Many writers are confused over how much they should 
claim in the conclusion. Out of the understandable (but mistaken) desire for 
a grand (rather than a modest and qualified) culmination, writers sometimes 
overstate the case. They assert more than their evidence has proven or even 
suggested. Must a conclusion arrive at some comprehensive and final answer 
to the question that your paper has analyzed? 

Depending on the question and the disciplinary conventions, you may 
need to come down exclusively on one side or another. In a great many 
cases, however, the answers with which you conclude can be more mod-
erate. Especially in the humanities, good analytical writing seeks to unfold 
successive layers of implication, so it’s not even reasonable for you to expect 
neat closure. In such cases, you are usually better off qualifying your final 
judgments, drawing the line at points of relative stability.

Anticlimax: The end of the conclusion is a “charged” site, because it gives 
the reader a last impression of your paper. If you end with a concession—an 
acknowledgment of a rival position at odds with your thesis—you risk leaving 
the reader unsettled and possibly confused. The term for this kind of letdown 
is “anticlimax.” In most cases, you will flub the send-off if you depart the 
paper on an anticlimax.

There are many forms of anticlimax besides ending with a concession. If 
your conclusion peters out in a random list or an apparent afterthought or a 
last-minute qualification of your claims, the effect is anticlimactic. And for 
many readers, if your final answer comes from quoting an authority in place 
of establishing your own, that, too, is an anticlimax.

A useful rule for the introduction is to play an ace but not your whole 
hand. In the context of this card-game analogy, it is similarly effective to save 
an ace for the conclusion. In most cases, this high card will provide an answer 
to some culminating “so what?” question—a last view of the implications or 
consequences of your analysis.

Introductions and Conclusions  
Across the Curriculum 
Throughout the following discussion of disciplinary practices in introductions 
and conclusions, we quote first-hand advice from faculty colleagues at our col-
lege. You will notice differences in the guidelines that the various disciplines 
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offer, but you will also see that the jobs introductions and conclusions do are 
actually quite similar across the curriculum. 

Introductory Paragraphs in the Humanities 
Here is a typical set of guidelines for writing introductory paragraphs in a 
humanities paper—in this case, a poetry analysis in an English course. Intro-
ductions are not the same across all disciplines in the humanities, but much 
in the following guidelines is representative.

An introduction is not a conclusion. You do not need to announce, in 
short form, your whole argument. In English papers, the introductory para-
graph is an opening gambit. The thesis you state at the end of paragraph one 
should be an idea, not a statement of fact. For example, you might offer an 
idea about what you think is the most important difference and/or similarity 
between the poem you have chosen to analyze and another poem. This state-
ment will get qualified and expanded and tested in the paper. You should not 
simply march the statement through the paper and prove that you are right.

The intro offers readers some piece of your evidence—some data from 
your poem: perhaps a binary that you see in both poems or some other ten-
dency of the language in both that you found interesting and that you think is 
worth exploring. The reader should come away from your opening paragraph 
knowing what you found interesting and worth pursuing and why.

Resist dumping a great lump of background into the intro. You should do 
some contextualizing in the opening but don’t overdo it. Stay focused on the 
poem and what you notice about the kind of thinking it is inviting us to do. 

Resist what is known as “freshman omniscience”—recognizable by 
sweeping claims and a grandiose tone . . . “Since the beginning of time poets 
have been . . .” 

The last sentence of the paragraph should make some kind of claim—
probably a comparative claim about the relation between your two poems. 
This claim should not take the form of the standard tripartite thesis typical of 
the 5-paragraph form essay. Rather than offering three points, each of which 
would then get a paragraph or two, you want to set up a sequence of thought 
in which you try on various ways of understanding your subject.

Here are a couple of differences between science and humanities papers 
that are worth noting. In the sciences it is considered inappropriate to name 
and especially to criticize particular pieces of research or their authors. 
Writers in the humanities, however, are much more likely to name names, 
to quote other studies, and to be explicit on where these studies seem to fall 
short. Papers in the humanities often begin with a compressed account of 
who said what, why they may have said it, and what in it needs revising.

Writers in the humanities quote and then paraphrase key statements, rather 
than summarizing and paraphrasing without the original language, as is the rule 
in psychology and other science and social science writing. Because most writ-
ing in the humanities is grounded in textual analysis, humanities writers think 
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it important to attend to the actual language of other people’s writing. Words 
and their meanings are data to humanities writers. It is a habit of mind in the 
humanities to always share the actual evidence with readers—the language being 
paraphrased and cited—rather than asking readers to take the writer’s word for it. 

Using Procedural Openings 
In the interests of clear organization, some academic disciplines require stu-
dents to include in the introduction an explanation of how the paper will 
proceed. Such a general statement of method and/or intention is known as a 
procedural opening. Among the disciplines in which you are most likely to find 
this format are philosophy, political science, and sociology. The danger of 
procedural openings is that the writer will avoid making a claim at all. 

The statement of a paper’s plan is not and cannot take the place of a the-
sis (an idea about the topic that the paper will explore and defend). Consider 
the deficiencies of the following procedural opening.

In this paper I will first discuss the strong points and weak points in America’s 
treatment of the elderly. Then I will compare this treatment with that in other 
industrial nations in the West. Finally, I will evaluate the various proposals for reform 
that have been advanced here and abroad.

This paragraph identifies the subject, but it neither addresses why the subject 
matters nor suggests the writer’s approach. Nor does it provide background 
to the topic or suggest a hypothesis that the paper will pursue. In some kinds 
of essays, especially those that move (inductively) from specific observations 
to more general claims, there is little need for procedural openings, with their 
declaration of intention and method at the outset. As the following Voice from 
Across the Curriculum reveals, however, the introductory “road map” is a 
common strategy in some disciplines. 

VOICES FROM ACROSS THE CURRICULUM

Using Procedural Openings: A Political Science Professor Speaks
I encourage students to provide a “road map” paragraph early in the paper, perhaps 
the second or third paragraph. (This is a common practice in professional journals.) 
The “road map” tells the reader the basic outline of the argument. something like the 
following: “In the first part of my paper I will present a brief history of the issue. . . . 
This will be followed by an account of the current controversy. . . . Part III will spell out 
my alternative account and evidence. . . . I then conclude. . . .” I think such a paragraph 
becomes more necessary with longer papers.

—jACK gAmbINo, ProFessor oF PolITICAl sCIeNCe

Putting an Issue or Question in Context 
Rather than leaping immediately to the paper’s issue, question, or problem, 
most effective introductions provide some broader context to indicate why the 
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issue matters. Things don’t just “mean” in the abstract; they mean in particular 
contexts. 

In the following Voice from Across the Curriculum, Political Science 
Professor, Jack Gambino, notes the usefulness of anomalies for contextual-
izing papers in his discipline. The discovery of an anomaly, something that 
does not fit with conventional ways of thinking, can serve as a useful point 
of departure in a paper that goes on to revise an existing theory or opinion.

VOICES FROM ACROSS THE CURRICULUM

Providing an Introductory Context: A Political Science Professor Speaks
An introduction is not simply the statement of a thesis but also the place where the 
student needs to set a context, a framework that makes such a thesis statement 
interesting, timely, or in some other way important. It is common to see papers in 
political science begin by pointing out a discrepancy between conventional wisdom 
(what the pundits say) and recent political developments, between popular opinion 
and empirical evidence, or between theoretical frameworks and particular test cases. 
Papers, in other words, often begin by presenting anomalies.

I encourage students to write opening paragraphs that attempt to elucidate such 
anomalies by:

1.  stating the specific point of departure: are they taking issue with a bit of conventional 
wisdom? Popular opinions? A theoretical perspective? This provides the context in 
which a student is able to “frame” a particular problem, issue, and so forth. 

2.  explaining why the wisdom/opinion/theory has become problematic or controversial 
by focusing on a particular issue, event, test case, or empirical evidence. 

3.  Formulating a brief statement of the tentative thesis/position to be pursued in the 
paper. This can take several forms, including the revising of conventional wisdom/
theory/opinion, discarding it in favor of alternative conceptions, or calling for 
redefinition of an issue and question. 

—jACK gAmbINo, ProFessor oF PolITICAl sCIeNCe 

In the following Voice from Across the Curriculum, Political Science 
Professor, Chris Borick, explains effective and less effective ways of stating 
research questions and hypotheses in the introduction. 

VOICES FROM ACROSS THE CURRICULUM

Framing Research Questions and Hypotheses: A Political Science  
Professor Speaks
Different fields within Political science—legal writing, political theory, political policy, 
and behavior—prescribe different forms of writing. Political policy and political 
behavior papers adhere to a version of the format used in science writing. This format 
has six parts: statement of the research question, literature review (context), statement 
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of hypothesis, measurement of variables, description of tests, and analysis of findings. 
The literature review describes the conversation that is going on in the field on the 
paper’s topic. It explains what others know. The research question tells readers what 
the writer is trying to do. The hypothesis states a claim that is specific enough to test.

The research question sets up the hypothesis; it is the point from which everything 
flows. Consider the following two versions of a research question on capital 
punishment. 1) In this study I seek to examine the capital punishment laws used at the 
state level. 2) In this study I seek to explain why some states adopt capital punishment 
and others do not. The second version is clearly better. It gives much better direction. 

The hypothesis needs to indicate some direction for the research. Although general 
in scope, it must be specific enough to test. here again are two examples. Which do 
you think would make the better hypothesis? 1) The greater the percentage of college 
educated individuals in a state, the more likely that state will be to allow same sex 
marriage. 2) The more educated a society, the more liberal it will be. 

—ChrIs borICK, ProFessor oF PolITICAl sCIeNCe

Writing Introductions in the Sciences 
In the following Voices from Across the Curriculum, Biochemistry Professor, 
Keri Colabroy, and Psychology Professors, Laura Edelman and Mark Sciutto, 
address the challenges of introducing and contextualizing research in science 
writing. 

VOICES FROM ACROSS THE CURRICULUM

Introductions in the Sciences: Three Professors Speak
In scientific papers, introductions serve two purposes: 

1. to orient your readers to the scientific context of your work while showing them the 
inherent need for new (your) information to solve an uncertainty or problem, some-
thing you or the community doesn’t quite understand. (In Writing Analytically, the 
prompts “interesting, significant, or strange” focus writers on problems and areas of 
uncertainty.) 

2. to state succinctly what the paper/study has accomplished and what that means for 
the big picture you outlined in point #1 .

The introduction of a scientific paper is full of references to primary literature (other 
scientific papers). In most undergraduate science courses, students are not asked to 
write the introduction section. Instead, the professor provides a paraphrase of the 
question/problem that the experiment is meant to solve. 

—KerI ColAbroy, ProFessor oF bIoChemIsTry

The introduction is one of the hardest sections to write. In the introduction, students 
must summarize, analyze, and integrate the work of numerous other authors and use 
that to build their own argument.

Copyright 2015 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).

Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



248 Chapter 9 From Paragraphs to Papers: Forms and Formats Across the Curriculum

The task is to read each article and summarize it in their own words. The key is to 
analyze rather than just repeat material from the articles so as to make clear the 
connections among them. (It is important to note that experimental psychologists 
almost never use direct quotes in their writing. many of my students have been trained 
to use direct quotation for their other classes, and so I have to spend time explaining 
how to summarize without directly quoting or plagiarizing the work that they  
have read.)

Finally, in the introduction the students must show explicitly how the articles they 
have summarized lead to the hypothesis they have devised. many times the students 
see the connection as implicitly obvious, but I require that they explicitly state the 
relationships between what they read and what they plan to do.

—lAurA eDelmAN, ProFessor oF PsyChology

The format of the empirical paper in Psychology resembles an hour glass. It starts 
reasonably broad, narrows, and then broadens again to the larger perspective: 
“Now that we know this, where can we go with it? What are the implications?” The 
introduction is especially difficult to write because it must contextualize the new 
research by pulling together a lot of reading from a variety of sources. This part of the 
introduction, the literature review, answers the question, “What do we know?” 

In order to efficiently locate the new study in the context of others’ work on the 
subject, writers must integrate citations. rather than summarize what johnson found 
and then what smith found and then what moore found, the writer needs to bring 
these together into a more concise summary. All three studies might be summarized 
and cited in one paragraph or even a single sentence. As a rule of thumb, citations 
should include more than one source. single citations don’t allow enough integration. 

—mArK sCIuTTo, ProFessor oF PsyChology

Integration of Citations in a Literature Review: A Brief Example 
Note that in the following paragraph from a 1999 article in Personality and Social 
Psychology Bulletin the citations (in parentheses) include more than one study: 

self-presentational motives play a role in a variety of potentially dangerous health-
related behaviors, including behaviors that lead to risk of hIv infection; accidental 
death and injury; and alcohol, tobacco, and drug use (leary, Tchividjian, & Kraxberger, 
1994; martin, leary, & rejeski, in press). The desire to be perceived as a risk-taker, 
brave, or one of the crowd (or conversely, concerns about being viewed as overly 
cautious or neurotic) may lead people to take chances with their health to create the 
desired image. (Denscombe, 1993; Finney, 1978)

Introductions in Scientific Papers: A Brief Example 
The following example comes from a set of excerpted introductions that Bio-
chemistry Professor, Keri Colabroy, uses to teach her students how to write 
concise, focused sentences of two types: Type #1: sentences that orient readers 
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to the scientific context of a new study while also showing the need for it, and 
Type #2: sentences that succinctly state what the paper/study has accomplished. 
The sentences come from a paper published in Nature Chemical Biology 2006.

#1 Although the antitumor activity of these two compounds has been shown to 
involve binding to microtubules, the targets and modes of actions for many other 
bioactive cyanobacterial metabolites remain elusive. 

Dr. Colabroy comments: This is a great sentence. You can see the tension. Some 
activity has been shown, but there is still something we don’t understand . . .and that 
is the problem this paper will solve. 

#2 here we examine the mode of action of apratoxin A using a number of approaches 
based on functional genomics, including mrNA expression analysis and genome-wise, 
arrayed cDNA overexpression. These and other studies suggest that apratoxin A acts in 
part by blocking the FgFr signaling pathway.

Dr. Colabroy comments: The use of “here” focuses your attention on the action that imme-
diately follows—“we examine.” That is different from “we found” or “we propose,” and it 
implies that the authors didn’t really have a hypothesis going in. They were just trying to 
learn some stuff, and in the process, they came up with some “implications” from the data. 

Writing Conclusions in the Sciences: The Discussion Section 
As is the case with introductions, the conclusions of reports written in the 
natural sciences and psychology are regulated by formalized disciplinary for-
mats. Conclusions, for example, occur in a section entitled “Discussion.” There 
the writer analyzes conclusions and qualifies them in relation to some larger 
experimental context, “the big picture.” 

First specific results are interpreted (but not restated), and then their 
implications and limitations are discussed. At the end, the writer should 
rephrase the original research question and discuss it in light of the results 
presented. It is at this point that alternative explanations may be considered 
and new questions may be posed.

In the following Voices from Across the Curriculum, a Psychology 
Professor and a Biochemistry Professor explain how the Discussion section 
of a scientific paper locates its conclusions in the context of other research—
that which came before and that which will follow. 

VOICES FROM ACROSS THE CURRICULUM

Writing Conclusions in the Sciences: Two Professors Speak
The conclusion occurs in a section labeled “Discussion” and, as specified by the 
Publication Manual of the American Psychological Association, is guided by the  
following questions:

What have I contributed here?
how has my study helped to resolve the original problem?
What conclusions and theoretical implications can I draw from my study? 

Copyright 2015 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).

Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



250 Chapter 9 From Paragraphs to Papers: Forms and Formats Across the Curriculum

In a broad sense, a particular research report should be seen as but one moment in a 
broader research tradition that preceded the particular study being written about and 
that will continue after this study is published. And so the conclusion should tie this 
particular study into both previous research considering implications for the theory 
guiding this study and (when applicable) practical implications of this study. one of 
the great challenges of writing a research report is thus to place this particular study 
within that broader research tradition. That’s an analytical task.

—AlAN TjelTveIT, ProFessor oF PsyChology

The Discussion section is where the scientist finally gets to analyze the data. The 
previous two sections of a science paper—methods and results—report rather 
than analyze. The discussion section is not a summary; rather, the writer makes 
qualified claims and backs them up with evidence (data). Analysis of the data tells 
readers what the study found in the context of current knowledge in the field and 
the researcher’s expectations. The discussion section completes the frame set  
up by the introduction by arguing for the significance of the study within its  
scientific context. 

The paper’s conclusions, which usually appear in the last paragraph of the 
Discussion, always look back and then forward—first back to previous research and 
then forward to remaining questions. The conclusion explains how questions have 
been answered and how knowledge in the field might be changed because of the 
new information. 

—KerI ColAbroy, ProFessor oF bIoChemIsTry

Conclusions in Scientific Papers: A Brief Example 
The following example is part of the discussion/conclusion section of a scien-
tific paper.

As you read this sample Discussion/Conclusion section of a scientific 
paper, refer back to Dr. Colabroy’s preceding comments.

The rapid and sustained elevations in 2-Ag induced by jZl 184 were accompanied by 
an array of Cb1-dependent behavioral effects, including analgesia, hypomotility, and 
hypothermia. This collection of phenotypes qualitatively resembles those induced by 
direct Cb1 agonists. overall these data suggest that mAgl-regulated 2-Ag pathways 
endogenously modulate several behavioral processes classically associated with the 
pharmacology of cannabinoids . . .

In summary, we believe that the properties of jZl184 warrant inclusion of this 
compound among the growing arsenal of efficacious and selective pharmacological 
probes used to examine the endocannabinoid system. jZl184 could itself serve 
as a lead scaffold for the development of such dual inhibitors, given that at high 
concentrations this compound inhibited both mAgl and FAAh without affecting other 
brain serine hydrolases.
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VOICES FROM ACROSS THE CURRICULUM

Ethos and Style in Scientific Writing: A Biochemistry Professor Speaks
Word choice in scientific papers—especially the choice of verbs—is important. 
scientific writing never “proves,” for example. It “implies” and “indicates.” The science 
writer chooses verbs to make carefully qualified claims based on an accumulation  
of evidence. 

scientific writing is corporate, by which I mean that scientific writers speak to and 
about the community of other science writers. To name a particular scientist is 
considered pretentious. It is appropriate to point out inconsistencies in thinking as in, 
“a lot of work has been done here, but we still don’t understand X.” It is not considered 
appropriate to locate shortcomings in the work of particular scientists.

—KerI ColAbroy, ProFessor oF bIoChemIsTry

The Idea of the Paragraph 
Throughout this section of the chapter, we will focus on what are sometimes 
called “body” paragraphs, as opposed to the more special-function paragraphs 
that serve as the beginnings and ends of papers.

It is useful to think of any piece of writing as consisting of parts or blocks. 
The paragraph is a fundamental building block, bigger than the sentence, 
smaller than the section or paper. Paragraphs can be thought of by analogy 
with the paper. Like papers, paragraphs have parts: they make opening gam-
bits, they put forward evidence and analyze it, and they arrive at some kind 
of summarizing or culminating closure. They have, in short, a beginning, a 
middle, and an end. But unlike the paper, the paragraph does not stand alone 
as an independent entity. For a paragraph to be effective, readers need to be 
able to understand its role in unfolding the thinking of the paper as a whole. 

The two primary characteristics of virtually all strong paragraphs are 
unity and development.

 j unity: all the sentences in the paragraph should be related to some 
central idea or focus. Normally, the sentence that serves this function 
in the paragraph is the topic sentence. 

 j development: the sentences in a paragraph need to connect to each 
other in some way; a paragraph needs to go somewhere, to build. 
Normally, the sentences in a paragraph either offer a series of observa-
tions about the main idea or build one upon the next to offer a more 
sustained analysis of one element of the main idea.

Notice that we don’t say here that a paragraph offers a claim plus exam-
ples and reasons. This model of the paragraph is true in some cases, but 
paragraphs typically do more than make simple claims and then back them 
up with one or more examples.
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Once you begin paying attention to paragraphs, you will see that they 
are far less uniform in their shapes and procedures than you may have been 
taught to believe. The paragraph police will not haul you away for producing a 
paragraph that lacks a topic sentence, or places it at the end of the paragraph 
instead of the front, or contains several claims instead of one, or delays the 
substantiating evidence till later. Nonetheless, most of the paragraphs you 
encounter—and most that you should write—have unity and development. 
They are about one thing, and they tell you why it is important.

How Long?: Paragraphs, Readers, and Writers 
Paragraphing is a kindness to your reader, since it divides your thinking into 
manageable bites. If you find a paragraph growing longer than half a page—
particularly if it is your opening or second paragraph—find a place to make a 
paragraph break. More frequent paragraphing provides readers with conve-
nient resting points from which to relaunch themselves into your thinking. In 
addition, paragraph indentations allow readers to scan essays, searching for 
connecting words and important ideas.

Long paragraphs are daunting for both readers and writers. When writers 
try to do too much in a single paragraph, they often lose the focus and lose 
contact with the larger purpose or point that got them into the paragraph in 
the first place. Remember that old rule about one idea to a paragraph? Well, 
it’s not a bad rule, though it isn’t exactly right because sometimes you need 
more space than a single paragraph can provide to lay out a complicated 
phase of your overall argument. In that case, just break wherever it seems 
reasonable to do so in order to keep your paragraphs from becoming ungainly. 
Two paragraphs can be about the same thing, the first half and then the sec-
ond half. This paragraph, for example, might have been easier to process if 
we had broken it right before the question about that old rule. 

A short paragraph will always provide emphasis, for which most readers 
will thank you.

Paragraphs are a relief not just for your readers: they also give the writer 
a break. When you draft, start a new paragraph whenever you feel yourself 
getting stuck: it’s the promise of a fresh start. Paragraph breaks are like turn-
ing a corner to a new view, even when the thinking is continuous. They also 
force the writer to make transitions, overt connections among the parts of his 
or her thinking, and to state or restate key ideas. 

It can be extraordinarily useful to draft a paper in phases, as a series of 
paragraphs:

 j Break up the larger interpretation or argument into more manageable 
pieces. 

 j Give yourself space to think in short sections that you can then sequence.

 j Clean up your thinking in revision by dividing its sections or phases 
into paragraphs. 
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Paragraphs need to justify their existence. A paragraph break should 
remind you to check that you have suggested to the readers why they need 
to know this information. Ask yourself why you are telling them what you 
are telling them. How does the thinking in the paragraph relate to the overall 
idea that your paper is developing? A good way to check if your paragraph is 
really advancing your claims is to ask and answer “so what?” at the end of the 
paragraph.

Paragraphs Across the Curriculum: Some Common Patterns 
The simplest way of thinking about paragraph organization draws on a slightly 
extended version of what are known as the traditional rhetorical modes: Exempli-
fication, Narration, Description, Process, Comparison/Contrast, Classification/
Division, Definition, Cause/Effect, Problem/Solution, and, of course, Analysis.

You have been studying the characteristic shape of analytical thinking 
throughout this book. It consists of seeing the parts of something in relation 
to the whole. In practice, this means finding a significant pattern of detail 
and explaining what this pattern reveals about the nature and purpose of 
whatever it is you are studying. The practice we call 10 on 1 (see Chapter 4) is 
typical of analytical paragraphs. It consists of close scrutiny of a single repre-
sentative example wherein the writer notices as much as possible about the 
example and then interprets his or her observations by asking and answering 
the question “so what?”

Because analysis typically focuses on relationships among the parts 
and between those parts and the whole, classification and division are well-
suited to analytical writing. In the organizational pattern called division, 
the writer breaks a subject into its component parts. Classification explains 
how the parts relate to each other by putting them into categories. In prac-
tice, classification and division tend to occur together, often in conjunction 
with definition. When we define something, we locate its defining traits, the  
features that make it what it is.

Although most paragraphs employ a mix of these modes of organization, 
the patterns are usually easy to see. For purposes of illustration, we will focus 
on narrative organization. A surprising amount of writing in the disciplines 
is narrative, which is to say that writers often find themselves needing to 
explain sequences of action (as in the methods and results sections of a scien-
tific paper or lab report) or events or behaviors or ideas. Notice, for example, 
how profoundly narrative the writing is in the following excerpt from a  
lab report. 

A set of electrophilic aromatic substitution reactions was performed using two 
monosubstituted benzenes so as to describe substitution patterns as a function of 
substrate. samples of toluene and ethylbenzene each underwent a nitration via a  
1:1 mixture of sulfuric and nitric acid. The acid mixture formed a strongly electrophilic 
nitronium ion which attacked the monosubstituted benzene ring and replaced a 
proton. upon mixing the reagents, both nitration reactions turned yellow. The toluene 

Copyright 2015 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).

Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



254 Chapter 9 From Paragraphs to Papers: Forms and Formats Across the Curriculum

reaction darkened somewhat over the reaction period, while the ethylbenzene 
reaction turned brown. The color change is evidence of a reaction occurring. The 
products of each reaction were isolated via a liquid extraction with mTbe and dried. 
The isolated products were analyzed via gC–ms (gas chromatography – mass 
spectroscopy), which separates compounds based on their volatility. This was used to 
both identify the products and determine their respective ratios. 

A good piece of writing—at the level of the paragraph as well as at the 
level of the paper as a whole—tells a story. It explains how and why the writer 
came to focus on an issue or question or problem. It also narrates for readers 
how the writer came to understand the meaning and significance of his or 
her evidence. 

Linking the Sentences in Paragraphs: Minding the Gaps 
It helps to think of the space between the period at the end of a sentence 
and the beginning of the next sentence as a gap that the reader has to cross. 
Start thinking in this way as you follow the train of thought in this para-
graph and those that follow it. Keep asking yourself: what is the connection 
between each sentence and the one that follows it? What keeps the reader 
from falling out of the paper at the gaps between sentences, losing sight of 
the thought connections that make a paragraph more than just a collection 
of sentences? 

In many paragraphs, the connections between and among sentences 
are made apparent by the repetition of key words. This idea of key words 
brings us back to a core principle of this book: that both writers and read-
ers make meaning by locating significant patterns of repetition and contrast. 
What is the pattern of repeated words in the paragraph above this one, for 
example? Notice the repetition of the key word “gap,” which goes with the 
idea of falling and which is in opposition to such words as “connection” and 
“train of thought.” The other connecting feature of the paragraph comes with 
its repeated use of questions. The paragraph you are now reading gets its 
sense of purpose from the previous paragraph’s questions. Here we start  
answering them.

Sometimes (but not always) the connecting logic that helps readers nego-
tiate the gaps between sentences must be made explicit. So, for example, 
some sentences begin with the words, “So, for example.” The function of this 
type of connection is illustration. Some other words that operate in this gap-
bridging way are “thus,” “furthermore,” “in addition,” “similarly,” “in other 
words,” and “on the contrary.” 

When the organizing principle of a paragraph is sufficiently evident, 
explicit transitional words are often not needed. If parallelism is the para-
graph’s organizing principle, for example, readers will be able to see the 
relationship among the paragraph’s sentences without a lot of repetition of 
connecting words.
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What a Paragraph Does: The Paragraph as Movement of Mind 
The key to understanding how to write paragraphs, as well as how to ana-
lyze what you read in them, is to focus on what the various sentences in a 
paragraph do. To follow what a paragraph does is to follow its succession of 
sentences as a movement of mind, an unfolding of consciousness on the 
page that conveys to readers the relationships among its various pieces of 
information. 

The sentences in a paragraph have different jobs; there is a distribution 
of labor. To see this element of paragraphing, it is essential that you “look 
beyond content”: that is, that you focus on what the sentences are doing, 
not just on what they are saying. In Chapter 4, Reasoning from Evidence to 
Claims, we asked you to distinguish which sentences in a paragraph were 
evidence and which were claims, and to mark these with an E or a C. Those 
are two functions of sentences in paragraphs—two tasks that sentences in a 
paragraph can perform. 

Paragraph Structure #1: Topic Sentence, Restriction, Illustration  One model for 
thinking about paragraph structure comes from the rhetorician Alton Becker: 
Topic sentence (T), Restriction (R), and Illustration (I). The topic sentence 
states some kind of claim—an idea that the paragraph will develop in some 
way. This may or may not appear as the first sentence of the paragraph, and 
there may be more than one claim in the paragraph, although one of these 
is usually primary. Restriction limits the claim in some way. Illustration sup-
plies examples in support of the claim. 

The TRI model does not cover everything that goes on in various kinds 
of paragraphs, but it is a good way to start looking at paragraphs in order to 
begin thinking about what the sentences do. Here is a somewhat expanded 
list of jobs that sentences may do inside paragraphs. 

WHAT SENTENCES DO INSIDE PARAGRAPHS

T = topic sentence -> announces the main idea of the paragraph
R =  restriction -> qualifies, further defines, limits claims; happens at various points in 

the paragraph
P = paraphrasing -> restates claims and evidence to analyze them
I = illustration -> provides substantiating evidence
EXP = explains the illustrations -> draws out meaning of evidence
Th = thesis restatement -> offers versions of an evolving thesis
Tr = transitional wording -> links sentences, connects ideas inside pargraph but also 

connects paragraph to what precedes and follows it
SW=  answers “so what?” -> tells readers the purpose of the paragraph, why the writer 

bothered to tell them this

Let’s look at a paragraph to see what some of the sentences are doing. 
We have labeled some of the sentences (in square brackets) according to our 
expanded version of Becker’s marking scheme.
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[T:] Armin schnider, a neurologist from the Cantonal university hospital in 
geneva, switzerland, says that the vast majority of confabulations he has heard 
from his patients over the years relate directly to their earlier lives. [I:] one of 
his patients, a retired dentist, worried while in hospital that he was keeping his 
patients waiting. [I:] Another, an elderly woman, talked regularly about her baby 
in the present tense. [EXP:] most of these patients had damage to the temporal 
lobes of the brain, particularly the memory regions of the hippocampus, so it 
seemed likely that they had somehow lost the ability to make new memories 
and were retrieving old ones instead. [EXP:] The intriguing thing was that they 
didn’t realise these memories were old—they seemed convinced by their stories, 
and sometimes even acted on them. [SW:] so schnider decided to study their 
memory in more detail. (helen Phillips, “everyday Fairytales,” New Scientist,  
7 october 2006)

TRY THIS 9.2: Label the Function of the Sentences in a Paragraph
One of the best ways to understand how paragraphs work—to apprehend them 
as tools of thought and to be able to deploy them to work for you—is to assign 
the abbreviations from page 255 to any paragraph in anything you have written 
or read, including this book.

Paragraph Structure #2: Observation -> Implication -> Conclusion One of 
the models described in this book for the analytical movement of mind is as 
follows: Observation -> so what? -> implication -> so what? -> tentative conclusions. 
This sequence goes beyond the simplest kind of paragraph development—
idea + illustration—because it contains more of the writer’s thinking on how 
he or she reasons to the claim from evidence. Explicitly drawing out the 
implications of evidence complicates, but also more accurately represents 
the process of thinking, than does simply attaching examples to the idea 
they support. Not all paragraphs in an analytical paper move in this way, but 
a significant number of them do. We reprint the following paragraph from 
Chapter One, adding annotations about what the paragraph does.

[Paragraph opens with empirical observation:] If you look closely at Camilo 
vergara’s photo of Fern street, Camden, 1988, you’ll notice a sign on the side of a 
dilapidated building that reads “Danger: men Working - W. hargrove Demolition.” 

[Implication:] Perhaps that warning captures the ominous atmosphere of these very 
different kinds of photographic documents by Camilo vergara and edward burtynsky: 
“Danger: men Working.” Watch out—human beings are at work! [Topic sentence:] 
but the work that is presented is not so much a building-up as it is a tearing-down—
the work of demolition. [Qualification of claim:] of course, demolition is often 
necessary in order to construct anew: old buildings are leveled for new projects, 
whether you are building a highway or bridge in an American city or a dam in the 
Chinese countryside. 
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[Paraphrasing—interpretive restatement:] you might call modernity itself, as so 
many have, a process of creative destruction, a term used variously to describe modern 
art, capitalism, and technological innovation. [Topic sentence:] The photographs 
in this exhibit, however, force us to pay attention to the “destructive” side of this 
modern equation. [Writer asks so what? and concludes:] What both burtynsky 
and vergara do in their respective ways is to put up a warning sign—they question 
whether the reworking of our natural and social environment leads to a sustainable 
human future. [Restatement]: And they wonder whether the process of creative 
destruction may not have spun recklessly out of control, producing places that are 
neither habitable nor sustainable. [Supporting observation:] In fact, a common 
element connecting the two photographic versions is the near absence of people in 
the landscape. [Observation:] While we see the evidence of the transforming power 
of human production on the physical and social environment, neither vergara’s urban 
ruins nor burtynsky’s industrial sites actually show us “men working.” [Observation:] 
Isolated figures peer suspiciously out back doors or pick through the rubble, but they 
appear out of place. [Writer asks so what? and concludes in reference to the 
paragraph’s opening observation]: It is this sense of displacement—of human 
beings alienated from the environments they themselves have created—that provides 
the most haunting aspect of the work of these two photographers. (jack gambino, 
“Demolition Zones: Contemporary Photography by edward burtynsky and Camilo  
jose vergara”)

Paragraph Structure #3: Coordinate and Subordinate Paragraphs  Here is a 
third way of thinking about how paragraphs develop. In his influential essay, 
“A Generative Rhetoric of the Paragraph,” Francis Christensen defines the 
topic sentence as “the one the other sentences depend from, the one they 
develop or amplify, the one they are a comment on” (Notes Toward a New 
Rhetoric, 1967, page 80). Christensen posits two kinds of paragraphs, coordi-
nate and subordinate. In coordinate structures, all of the sentences following 
the topic sentence are equal in weight, or as he puts it, “all children of the 
same mother” (61). 

Consider the following example of a (primarily) coordinate paragraph, 
taken from earlier in this chapter. Most of the sentences relate back to the 
topic sentence in some way. A number 1 indicates that the sentence is coor-
dinate with the topic sentence, operating on the same level of importance 
and repeatedly clarifying the topic sentence. The number 2 indicates that the 
sentence is a subordinate structure, which will be explained below. 

[T:] Paragraphs are a relief not just for your readers: they also give the writer 
a break.

1  When you draft, start a new paragraph whenever you feel yourself getting stuck: it’s 
the promise of a fresh start.

1  Paragraph breaks are like turning a corner to a new view, even when the thinking is 
continuous. 
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1  They also force the writer to make transitions, overt connections among the parts of 
his or her thinking, and to state or restate key ideas. 

1  Paragraph indentations allow readers to scan essays, searching for connecting words 
and important ideas.

The paragraph above best fits the pattern that Christensen calls coordinate 
because all of the sentences that come after the topic sentence “develop or 
amplify” it. Each offers reasons for thinking that paragraphs are a relief not 
just for readers but also for writers.

In what Christensen identifies as subordinate structures, each sen-
tence clarifies or comments on the one before it, as for example in this short 
sequence that he cites: 

1 The process of learning is essential to our lives.

2 All higher animals seek it deliberately.

3 They are inquisitive and they experiment.

4 An experiment is a sort of harmless trial run. . . (60).

Note how each sentence generates the one that follows it, rather than primarily 
relating back to the topic sentence. 

Here is another example of a subordinate paragraph to contemplate:

1 Another startling conclusion from the science of consciousness is that the intuitive 

feeling we have that there’s another executive “I” that sits in a control room of our 

brain, scanning the screens of the senses and pushing the buttons of the muscles, is 

an illusion. 

2 Consciousness turns out to consist of a maelstrom of events distributed across 

the brain. 

3 These events compete for attention, and as one process outshouts the others, 

the brain rationalizes the outcome after the fact and concocts the impres-

sion that a single self was in charge all along. (Steven Pinker, “The Mystery of 

Consciousness,” Time, January 19, 2007)

It is less important to be able to accurately and precisely locate each 
sentence in a paragraph as coordinate or subordinate than it is to begin to 
recognize that most paragraphs are some kind of mix of these two thought 
patterns. In practice, as Christensen observes, most paragraphs combine 
coordinate and subordinate sequences, although one of the two structures 
often predominates.

You do not need to ponder these relationships each time you write a 
new sentence in a paragraph, but, when you find yourself getting stuck in 
your writing, you can help yourself move forward by thinking about which 
sentence in the paragraph is the actual generator (or jumping off point) for 
the next one.
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TRY THIS 9.3: Identify the Structure of a Paragraph 
Take the paragraph below and apply the terms offered in this chapter (espe-
cially from page 255) to describe what various sentences do. Look for coordinate 
versus subordinate structures, but more specifically, label the mental moves 
performed by individual sentences. We have numbered the sentences to make 
the paragraph easier to work with.

1. White might not have succeeded in completely ridding his life of 
modern civilization, but Strunk’s manual in White’s hands became a 
successful primitivist tract.

2. Perhaps that seems like an overstatement, but in fact what counts 
as primitivist is flexible, Marianna Torgovnick reminded us, entirely 
dependent on what bugs one about the modern. 

3. The key feature of primitivism, Torgovnick offered, is defining the 
primitive in reaction to the present: “Is the present too majestic? 
Primitive life is not—it is a precapitalist utopia in which only use value, 
never exchange value, prevails. Is the present sexually repressed? Not 
primitive life—primitives live life whole, without fear of the body” (8).

4. For Strunk and White, modern life was verbose and obscure, so primi-
tive life must be brief, direct, and clear. 

5. New things are bad things, new words the worst of all.

6. The words offputting and ongoing appear in the third and subsequent 
editions of The Elements of Style as “newfound adjectives, to be avoided 
because they are inexact and clumsy” (Third Edition 54). 

7. The suffix oriented is lambasted as “a clumsy, pretentious device, much 
in vogue” (Third Edition 55).

8. The Elements of Style thus had become, over a period of nearly unprec-
edented technological progress, the perfect complement to the manual 
typewriter—a deliberate rejection of “books with permissive steering 
and automatic transitions” that made our lives easier but rendered our 
prose impotent and our character lax (xvi). 

9. For impotence and laxity, The Elements of Style offers a program of sty-
listic and moral restitution, word by word. 

(Catherine Prendergast, “The Fighting Style: Reading the Unabomber’s Strunk 
and White,” College English, Volume 72, No 1, September 2009)

The Shaping Force of Transitions 
The linkage between where you’ve been and where you’re going is usually 
a point in your writing at which thinking is taking place. This is especially 
the case in the evolving rather than the static model of thesis development, 
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in which the writer continually updates the thesis as it moves through  
evidence. 

 j Thinking tends to occur at points of transition.

 j A good transition articulates a paper’s logical links—how each phase of 
the paper leads to the next.

 j Too many additive transitions (“also,” “another example of ”) produce 
papers that list, an overly loose form of organization

It is useful to think of transitions as directional indicators, especially at the 
beginnings of paragraphs but also within them. “And,” for example, is a plus 
sign. It indicates that the writer will add something, continuing in the same 
direction. The words “but,” “yet,” “nevertheless,” and “however” are among 
the many transitional words that alert readers to changes in the direction 
of the writer’s thinking. They might indicate the introduction of a qualifica-
tion, or a potentially contradictory piece of evidence, or an alternative point 
of view. 

Some additive transitions do more work than “also” or “another.” The 
word “moreover” is an additive transition, but it adds emphasis to the added 
point. The transitional sequence “not only . . . but also” restates and then adds 
information in a way that clarifies what has gone before. 

Too many additive transitions can pose a problem for your writing. A list 
is a slack form of organization, one that fails to identify how this is related to 
that. Although transitional wording such as “another example of” or “also” at 
the beginning of paragraphs does tell readers that a related point or example 
will follow, it does not specify that relationship beyond piling on another 
“and.” Essentially, these words just list.

If you find yourself relying on “another” and “also” at points of transition, 
force yourself to substitute other transitional wording that indicates more 
precisely the nature of the relationship with what has gone before in the 
paper. Language such as “similarly” and “by contrast” can sometimes serve 
this purpose. Often some restatement is called for to keep your reader on 
track—brief repetition is not necessarily redundant. A good transition reaches 
backward, telling where you’ve been, as the grounds for making a subsequent 
move forward.

The first step toward improving your use of transitions (and thereby, the 
organization of your writing) is to become conscious of them. If you notice 
that you are beginning successive paragraphs with “Another reason,” for 
example, you can probably conclude that you are listing rather than develop-
ing your ideas. If you notice a number of sentences that start with the vague 
referent “This,” you probably need to name the thing “This” refers to. 

Think of transitions as echoes in the service of continuity. If you study the 
transitions in a piece, you will usually find that they echo either the language 
or the ideas of something that precedes them as they point to what is ahead. 
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TRY THIS 9.4: Tracking Transitions 
Track the transitions in a piece of writing. Take a few pages of something you 
are reading (such as a short article) and circle or underline all of the directional 
indicators (transitions). Remember to check not only the beginnings of para-
graphs but within them. Then, survey your markings. What do you notice now 
about the shape of the piece? This exercise is also useful for expanding your 
repertoire of transitional words to use in your own writing. 

Assignments: From Paragraphs to Papers: Forms 
and Formats Across the Curriculum

1. Infer the Format of a Published Article. Often the format governing 
the organization of a published piece is not immediately evident. That 
is, it is not subdivided according to conventional disciplinary catego-
ries that are obeyed by all members of a given discourse community. 
Especially if you are studying a discipline in which the writing does 
not follow an explicitly prescribed format, such as history, literature, 
or economics, you may find it illuminating to examine representative 
articles or essays in that discipline, looking for an implicit format. You 
can usually discern some underlying pattern of organization: the formal 
conventions, the rules that are being followed, even when these are not 
highlighted.

The following assignment works well whether you tackle it indi-
vidually or in a group. It can lead to a paper, an oral report, or both. 
First, you need to assemble several articles from the same or a similar 
kind of journal or magazine. “Journal” is the name given to publica-
tions aimed at specialized, usually scholarly, audiences, as opposed to  
general or popular audiences. Time, Newsweek, and The New Yorker are  
called “magazines” rather than “journals” because they are aimed at a 
broader general audience. Shakespeare Quarterly is a journal; Psychology 
Today is a magazine.

Having found at least three journal or magazine articles, study them 
in order to focus on the following question: Insofar as there appears to be a 
format that articles in this journal adhere to, what are its parts?

How, for example, does an article in this journal or magazine typically 
begin and end? Does there seem to be a relatively uniform place in which 
these articles include opposing arguments? You will, in other words, be 
analyzing the articles inductively (reasoning from particular details to 
general principles). Begin with the product and reason backward to the 
skeleton beneath the skin.

If you choose to work with a magazine rather than single articles, you 
should narrow your focus. You might focus on Time cover stories, on The 
New Yorker’s “Talk of the Town” or another such recurring feature. Even 
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gossip columns and letters of advice to the lovelorn in teen magazines 
adhere to certain visible, though not explicitly marked, formats.

Write up your results. Cite particular language from at least two arti-
cles in support of your claims about the implicit format. 

2. Analyzing Introductions. One of the best ways to learn about introduc-
tions is to gather some sample introductory paragraphs and, working 
on your own or in a small group, figure out how each one works, what it 
accomplishes.

Here are some particular questions you might pose:

 j Why does the writer start in this way—what is accomplished? 

 j What kind of relationship does this opening establish with the audi-
ence and to what ends?

 j  How does the writer let readers know why the writing they are about 
to read is called for, useful, and necessary?

 j Where and by what logic does the introduction funnel? 

3. Introductions and Audience. Compare and contrast introductory para-
graphs from a popular magazine with those from an academic journal 
aimed at a more specialized audience. Select one of each and analyze 
them to determine what each author assumes the audience knows. 
Where in each paragraph are these assumptions most evident? If you 
write out your analysis, it should probably take about a page, but this 
exercise can also be done productively with others in a small group.

4. Analyzing Conclusions. Find some examples of concluding paragraphs 
from published writing. First, compare the conclusion with the intro-
duction, looking for the way the conclusion comes full circle. Which 
elements of the introduction are repeated to accomplish this? Then look 
for the statement of the essay’s thesis in its final, culminating form. 
Finally, locate the send-off by finding implications and limitations that 
the writer has noted as part of his or her final “So what?” On the basis of 
your findings, write a few paragraphs in which you describe the writer’s 
approach to conclusions.

At this point you will be ready to repeat this exercise with some of your 
own work. Only this time, rather than describing the writer’s approach, 
write an improved version of one of your conclusions based on what you 
learned from your analysis.
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Overview This chapter on style seeks to make you more conscious of the 
kinds of words and sentences you use and to expand your range of options. 
In the book’s final chapter we will move from stylistic questions—a matter of 
choice—to common grammatical errors—a matter of correct versus incorrect 
forms. In this chapter, we’ll be asking you to think rhetorically, that is, in terms 
of appropriate choices for particular contexts rather than right versus wrong.

A writer who is practiced at different ways of putting sentences together 
is a writer in touch with the key concept of sentence style, that there is a 
powerful link between the shape of a sentence and the shape of a thought. A 
sentence is the shape that thought takes. In order to enhance your awareness 
of sentence shapes, start analyzing sentences as you read. Keep an eye out for 
sentences you think are good rather than looking for things that are wrong, as 
school grammar exercises too often ask us to do. The chapter will provide you 
with the vocabulary and observation skills you need in order to figure out what 
makes a sentence good and what causes it to create the effects that it does.

Seeing Style as Inseparable From Meaning 
Broadly defined, style refers to all of a writer’s decisions in selecting, arranging, 
and expressing what he or she has to say. Getting the style right is not as simple 
as proofreading your paper in the late stages of drafting, looking for errors in 
grammar and punctuation. Whereas proofreading occupies the relatively com-
fortable linguistic world of simple right and wrong, stylistic considerations take 
place in the more exploratory terrain of making choices among more and less 
effective ways of formulating and communicating your meaning. 

Many people mistakenly assume that style is separate from meaning. 
From this perspective, paying close attention to style seems finicky, or worse, 
cynical—a way of dressing up the content to sell it to readers or listeners. The 
problem with this view is that it subscribes to what we have earlier referred 
to as the transparent theory of language. This theory tries to locate meaning 
outside of language. It suggests that we somehow see through words to mean-
ing and can then address that meaning without addressing the words that 

CHAPTER 10
Style: Choosing Words, Shaping 
Sentences
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embody it. In the transparent theory of language, words are merely pointers 
to get past to meanings that exist somewhere underneath or beyond them. 

Yet style is not a mask you don or a way of icing the cake. Attending to 
style is more like sculpting. As a sculptor uses a chisel to “bring out” a shape 
from a block of walnut or marble, a writer uses style to bring out the shape of 
the conceptual connections in a draft of an essay. This bringing out demands 
a certain detachment from your own language. It requires that you become 
aware of your words as words and of your sentences as sentences. You have 
to look at them—as opposed to through them. 

If stylistic considerations are not merely cosmetic, then it follows that 
rethinking the way you have said something can lead you to rethink the sub-
stance of what you have said. The decisions you make about how to phrase 
your meaning inevitably exert a powerful influence on the meaning you make.

Is style a function of character and personality? Is it, in short, personal, 
and thus something to be preserved in the face of would-be meddlers car-
rying style manuals and grammar guides? Well, as you might guess at this 
point in the book, the answer is yes and no. We all need to find our own 
ways of using words so that they don’t succumb to the mind-numbing 
environment of verbal cliché in which we dwell. Through becoming more 
self-conscious about style we more easily recognize that it is not inborn. 
Staying locked into one way of writing because that is “your style” is as 
limiting as remaining locked into only one way of thinking. Studying and 
imitating other people’s sentences will not, by the way, erase your style. It 
will instead extend its range. 

About Prescriptive Style Manuals: A Word of Warning 
The key idea of this chapter is that there are not necessarily right and wrong 
choices when it comes to sentence style but better and best choices for par-
ticular situations. The from-the-hip plain style of a memo or a set of operating 
instructions for your lawn mower are very likely not the best style choices 
for a good-bye letter to a best friend, a diplomatic talk on a sensitive political  
situation, or an analysis of guitar styles in contemporary jazz. Rather than 
relying on a single set of rules for distinguishing good style from bad, a writer 
needs to be thinking about how his or her words and arrangement of words 
are suited to his or her subject matter and audience.

You may have been taught some or all of the following: that you should 
always avoid the first-person “I” in academic writing, steer clear of jargon, 
and never start a sentence with and or but. There are occasions when these 
rules apply, but there are also many occasions when they don’t. Such rules 
are matters of usage—socially determined conventions—rather than hard-
and-fast rules of grammar. All writing is contextual. The primary rule is that 
you should adapt your style to the demands of different rhetorical situations.

Although style manuals and handbooks can be very useful when they 
illuminate the range of choices a writer has and the implications of those 
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choices, most style manuals value one style and tone over others and tend to 
present this style as self-evidently good and right. Despite Strunk & White’s 
rule (in their famous book, Elements of Style), three words are not better than 
six in every rhetorical situation. And, their edict against it notwithstanding, 
passive voice has its place, its own special advantages; active voice is not 
always better. The key to growing as a stylist is learning to see the choices. 

In his essay, “Style and Good Style,” philosophy professor Monroe 
Beardsley takes this point one step further. He writes: “Many charming, 
clever, and memorable things have been said about style—most of which turn 
out to be highly misleading when subjected to analysis”(4). Changes in style, 
says Beardsley, always produce changes in meaning: “If the teacher advises 
a change of words, or of word order, he is recommending a different mean-
ing” (13). [“Style and Good Style” from Reflections on High School English: NDEA 
Institute Lectures 1965, ed. Gary Tate, University of Tulsa 1966 as reprinted 
in Contemporary Essays on Style by Glen A. Love and Michael Payne, Scott, 
Foresman and Company 1969]

Here is one of the examples Beardsley offers in response to the com-
mon stylistic advice that writers should replace forms of “to be” with active 
verbs. He cites as an example from Strunk and White  the suggestion that the 
sentence “There were a great number of dead leaves lying on the ground” 
be replaced with the sentence “Dead leaves covered the ground.” Of this  
suggested change Beardsley observes, “But isn’t that a difference in meaning? 
For one thing, there are more leaves in the second sentence. The second one 
says that the ground was covered; the first one only speaks of a great number. 
Stylistic advice is a rather odd sort of thing if it consists in telling students to 
pile up the leaves in their descriptions” (6).

Sentence Logic: Seeing How the Parts  
of a Sentence Are Related 
Every sentence is composed of moveable parts. To understand your stylistic 
options fully, you will want to become an adept arranger and rearranger of 
those parts. You need to learn to see these parts and understand the different 
relationships they can have to each other. Initially this takes conscious effort—
a fair bit of effort. Eventually you will assimilate this knowledge so that it starts 
to kick in whenever you sit down to write.

There is actually a rather small amount of specialized vocabulary to 
master in order to see and talk about sentence shapes. You will need this 
vocabulary in order to better define what you see, but, even before you are in 
control of the necessary language, you can begin to evolve your understand-
ing of sentences by just trying to describe what you see. Teach yourself to look 
at sentences and say, “What do I notice?” How are the parts of the sentence 
laid out? How does the sentence begin and end? What, if anything, repeats in 
it—what words and what patterns of language? 
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Finding the Spine of a Sentence: Subjects and Predicates 
It is helpful to think of sentences as having spines to which various limbs 
(modifiers—additional information) can be attached. We will talk first about 
the spine and then about the ways that writers can build things onto it in vari-
ous places.

—The spine of a sentence is its main subject/verb combination. 
—The primary subject/verb combination of a sentence is called the main 

clause. 
—A clause is a group of words containing both a subject and a predicate. 

Finding the main clause is the first step in understanding how a writer 
has put a particular sentence together. Look for the key words of the sen-
tence’s subject (a noun or noun phrase) and the key words of its predicate 
(a verb or verb phrase). The subject is a noun, noun phrase, or pronoun that 
serves as the actor of the sentence, the doer of the action that the sentence 
describes or the thing that has been affected by it. In the following sentence, 
the subject is “Congress”:

Congress passed the bill.

“Congress” does the action that the second part of the sentence, the predicate, 
names. In the sentence “Bob was hurt,” Bob is the subject. Bob has been affected.

You should always start your analysis of sentences by finding what is 
called the “simple subject,” the noun, noun phrase, or pronoun that serves as 
the sentence subject. In the following examples, we have boldfaced the nouns 
that are the subjects of the sentences’ main clauses. 

Despite objections from local preservationists, the building was destroyed.
A statue stands at the center of town. It pulled the town together. 

In both of these sentences there is more than one noun, but in each case only 
one of these nouns is the thing that acts (statue stands) or is acted upon (build-
ing was destroyed). “At the center of town” is a prepositional phrase naming 
where the statue stands. The nouns “objections” and “preservationists” are 
part of a phrase that modifies the action in the main clause, and so neither of 
those nouns acts as the sentence’s subject. 

The predicate is the action part of the sentence. It contains a verb or verb 
phrase that describes some kind of action or that links the subject to a word 
or words that characterize it. In the sample sentences above, “was destroyed” 
and “stands at the center of town” are the predicates. To keep your sense of 
the sentence’s spine as clear as possible, look for the predicate’s verb or verb 
phrase. Here are three examples. We have boldfaced the verbs or verb phrases 
that are the key terms of each sentence’s predicate.

I have seen a ship into haven fall.
The book was full of highly detailed drawings.
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By the way, if this matter of finding subjects and predicates sounds too 
simple to require discussion, we can only remark that even our best students 
sometimes have a hard time finding the main clause of a sentence. As you 
read further in this chapter, you will come to understand why this is so. More 
complicated sentence structures have multiple clauses and often a number 
of separate pieces of modifying information. In order to really see these struc-
tures, your ability to see a sentence’s primary subject/verb combinations is 
critical. Your skill with sentences (and with punctuating them accurately) will 
grow rapidly if you make it a habit to always locate the main clause before 
going on to other considerations. If you think it is easy and obvious in every 
case to spot the predicate and its primary verb or verb phrase, consider the 
following sentence. Which of the sentence’s two verbs (both boldfaced) serves 
as the predicate?

These are the times that try men’s souls. 

“These” in the sentence is a demonstrative pronoun. It functions as the subject 
of the sentence, so the primary verb in the main clause is “are.” The word “that” 
is a relative pronoun that attaches a restrictive dependent clause—“that try 
men’s souls”— to the main clause. The dependent clause is restrictive because it 
specifies a particular kind of time. This second clause in the sentence functions 
as an adjective because it modifies the noun, times. Soon you will start making 
a habit of noting the different kinds of connecting words that link the parts of 
a sentence together. But first you have to become adept at seeing the primary 
subject/verb combination or combinations that serve as the sentence’s spine. 

Kinds of Verbs: Transitive, Intransitive, and Linking 
When you focus on the spine of a sentence, its main clause, you will notice 
that there are different kinds of predicates. Sentences often take the form 
commonly abbreviated as S V O (subject-verb-object). The predicate of such 
sentences consists of a verb or verb phrase describing an action and a noun 
that names the thing receiving the action. In the sentence, “The boy kicked 
the ball,” for example, “boy” is the subject, “kicked” is the verb, and “ball” is 
the direct object. The shape of such sentences is usually easy to discern. In a 
slightly more complicated construction, a writer may include both an indirect 
object and a direct object, as in the sentence: “The teacher gave the student 
a book.” “Teacher” is the subject, “gave” is the verb, “student” is the indirect 
object, and “book” is the direct object.

A verb that takes an object is called transitive from the word “trans,” mean-
ing across. Transitive verbs carry action across the sentence from the subject 
to the recipient of that action. When a verb in a sentence has no object—as in 
the sentences “He laughed out loud” or “He spoke quickly”—it is called intran-
sitive. We recognize whether verbs are transitive or intransitive according to 
how they are used in a sentence and not because the verb itself is transitive 
or intransitive. If I were to rewrite the sentences above to “He laughed at Jim” 
“Or he spoke to himself,” the verbs would be transitive. This distinction proves 
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important when you are distinguishing between active and passive voice. (See 
Active and Passive Voice: Emphasizing the Doer or the Action later in this chapter.)

A third type of verb is called a linking verb because it links the sentence 
subject to a word after the verb that in some way describes the subject. The 
most common linking verbs are forms of “to be”: is, are, was, were, etc. In the 
sentence, “My Great Pyrenees dog is white,” the verb links the subject to what 
is called a complement or, in this case, a predicate adjective—an adjective 
describing the color of my dog. In the sentence, “The ambassador was gra-
cious,” the simple subject (primary noun) of the sentence is “ambassador,” 
the verb is “was,” and the predicate adjective is “gracious.” A lot of what can 
go wrong in sentences owes to a writer locating modifiers (words that qualify 
other words in the sentence) in places that create confusion for the reader, 
as in, for example, the sentence “The boy threw a ball with a broken arm.”  
(In Chapter 11 see BWE 6: Misplaced Modifiers and Dangling Participles.)

Verbals: Verb Forms that Function as Other Parts of Speech 
The task of finding a sentence’s main clause can be made more difficult by the 
presence of words that look like—but don’t actually function as—verbs. These 
words, called verbals, come in three different forms: present participles (-ing), 
past participles (-ed), and infinitives (to). A verbal (verb-like word) ending in 
–ing that acts as a noun is called a gerund. In the sentence “Dancing is easy,” 
dancing is a gerund that serves as the sentence subject. In the sentence “To 
judge is easy; suspending judgment is the more difficult task,” the infinitive “to 
judge” acts as a noun as does the gerund phrase “suspending judgment.” Ver-
bals can appear as the object of a preposition, as in “The dog could always find 
time for fetching the ball” or as the object of a verb: “The committee wanted to 
understand their responsibilities.” Verbals can function as adjectives: “Worried 
that I had somehow hurt her feelings, I stayed away from my friend.” “Referring 
angrily to the school dress code, the principal asked him to leave.” The point 
of recognizing verbals is to avoid confusing them with verbs. The subject and 
verb of the main clause in the previous sentence are “The point is.” The other 
verb-like words in the sentence are verbals.

Sentence Combining: Coordination 
We have been looking at sentences containing only one main clause. Such 
sentences are called simple sentences, not because their ideas are simple, but 
because all of the sentence’s information is added onto a single subject/verb 
combination. A writer may add a large number of words to a sentence and 
have it remain simple, provided that he or she does not add any more clauses. 
In the following sentence, a significant amount of modifying information has 
been added, but, because the sentence includes only one independent clause, 
it is still a simple sentence. In the following example, we have boldfaced the 
main clause. Everything else in the sentence modifies one of the words in that 
clause. There are no other clauses in the sentence. 
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Just before midnight, Lesley, one of the party guests, gulped down her champagne 
with a flourish, having promised herself to never again be unprepared when the 
clock struck.

The spine of a sentence may, however, include more than one clause. 
When two or more clauses (each containing a subject plus a predicate) are 
linked in the same sentence by what is called a coordinating conjunction or 
by a semicolon (which is the equivalent of a coordinating conjunction or of 
a period), the resulting sentence is referred to as a compound sentence. We 
have italicized each of the clauses in the following compound sentences. We 
have boldfaced the coordinating conjunctions that connect the clauses. 

The house of representatives favored the bill, and the governor  
did not.

The house of representatives passed the bill, but the governor  
refused to sign it.

Notice that a comma comes before the coordinating conjunction in each case. 
The comma tells the reader that a new clause is coming. The primary rule of 
comma placement is that commas are there to help the reader easily find the sentence’s 
main clause or clauses. (We will have to say more about this a little further on in 
the chapter when we discuss what the different punctuation marks do, which 
we will ask you to think of in terms of the signals they send to readers.) 

These two compound sentences are not, of course, identical in structure. In 
the first sentence, the word “and” indicates that another clause is simply being 
added to the sentence. The word “and” functions like a plus sign. It is, therefore, 
a rather imprecise kind of conjunction (joining element). The word “but” in the 
second sentence indicates the relationship between the two clauses more pre-
cisely. It indicates that the two clauses stand in opposition to each other. The 
word “but” says that the relation between the two clauses is one of contrast.

The fastest way to see the shape of coordinate structures—compound 
sentences—is to look for the conjunctions that serve as the glue, the connec-
tors between the clauses. Coordinating conjunctions connect grammatically 
equal elements in a sentence. “The professor called on the first-year students but 
not the sophomores.” “Speak up, and you will be heard.” In the first example 
the conjunction connects two noun phrases. In the second, it connects two 
independent clauses.

Coordinating conjunctions: and, for, nor, but, or, yet, so

Style fact about coordinate structures: Ideas located in coordinate clauses tend 
to be seen by readers as equal in importance since the coordinate clauses are 
equal grammatically, although, as we will soon discuss, the order of clauses has 
an impact on which one is perceived by the reader as having the most weight.

Two other types of connecting words, conjunctive adverbs and correlative 
conjunctions, link grammatically equal clauses in a sentence. Conjunctive 
adverbs, like coordinating conjunctions, connect independent clauses and 
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indicate the relation between them. Correlative conjunctions do the same 
job; they come in pairs.

Common Conjunctive adverbs: however, therefore, thus, moreover, then, fur-
thermore, finally, nevertheless, similarly, accordingly, consequently, subsequently, 
otherwise, still, hence, also, besides, now, specifically, conversely

Correlative conjunctions: either/or, neither/nor, not only/but also, whether/
or, both/and

Conjunctive adverbs serving to connect independent clauses in a sentence 
should be preceded by a semicolon, the purpose of which is to make it clear 
which of the two clauses the conjunctive adverb describes. “Scientists observe 
things very closely; however, they still can make mistakes.” “Boys will be boys; 
nevertheless, they can choose behaviors not described by this too-popular cliché.” 

Correlative conjunctions are especially useful for defining terms. They tend to 
play one phrase or clause against another: “She was neither angry nor sad.” “The 
cause of the recession was not only greed, but also lack of effective legislation.” 

There used to be a rule, by the way, that writers should not start sentences 
with coordinating conjunctions or conjunctive adverbs. This rule most likely 
owed to the fact that these conjunctions typically operate inside sentences. 
This did not need to mean, however, that these handy words couldn’t be used 
at the beginning of sentences, where they would also indicate a relation-
ship between clauses. In conservative writing environments, you may still be 
expected to avoid starting sentences with the various kinds of coordinating 
conjunctions. A quick look, however, at a reputable magazine or newspaper—
or a grammar handbook for that matter—will reveal that writers commonly 
start sentences with words like “and,” “but,” and “however.” Because these 
words so efficiently indicate certain kinds of relationships among clauses, 
they have proved too handy to be ruled out as sentence openers. 

Compound Predicates: A common problem in seeing the shape of compound 
sentences (and thus in punctuating them in a way that sends the right sig-
nals to readers) is to confuse compound sentences with sentences containing 
compound predicates. Both of the following sentences contain compound 
predicates. Notice that in each case there is only one sentence subject, while 
the predicate contains two verbs. We have boldfaced the verbs in each predi-
cate, and we have italicized the conjoining word, “and.”

The governor criticized the bill and refused to sign it.
The house of representatives resented the governor’s resistance and said so.

If you learned sentence diagramming in school, you will have discovered how 
useful this practice can be for revealing the relationship among the various 
parts of a sentence. There are not many rules to sentence diagramming. It is just 
a way to help you visualize the shape of sentences. Here is what sentence dia-
gramming reveals about the shape of a sentence with a compound predicate:
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The governor criticized the bill  
and  
refused to sign it.

Both verbs in the sentence refer back to the same sentence subject. So, rather 
than being a compound sentence—one that has two or more independent 
clauses—the sentence has a compound predicate. 

Notice that it would send readers the wrong message if a writer were to 
put a comma in front of the word “and.” A comma in that position would lead 
readers to expect another clause (subject/verb combination) rather than just 
another verb that refers back to the same subject. The comma would make 
the sentence illogical by, in effect, separating the second verb from its sub-
ject. If, however, you were to add the word “he” to the compound predicate 
above, you would convert the simple sentence with a compound predicate 
into a compound sentence—a sentence with two independent clauses: The 
governor criticized the bill, and he refused to sign it. 

Sentence Combining: Subordination 
When children learn to speak , they tend to put each piece of information into a 
separate sentence: “I fell down. My mother was there. She made me feel better.” 
As the child grows older, she starts to combine related thoughts into more 
complex syntactical units, such as compound sentences: “I fell down, and my 
mother was there, and she made me feel better.” These sentences read rather 
like a leaky faucet. Drip, drip, drip. Each thought unit gets equal weight. There is 
not much happening to cause one idea to stand out as more important or more 
interesting than another. Eventually, as the child becomes more proficient with 
language, she will write sentences that better indicate the relationship among 
her ideas and that allow some ideas to stand out as more important—more 
emphatic—than others: “After I fell down, my mother appeared and made me 
feel better.” This sentence contains one independent clause preceded by a 
dependent clause indicating the time, roughly, when mother appeared. This 
first idea has been subordinated—in a dependent clause—to the one that fol-
lows in the independent clause, which has a compound predicate (two verbs 
that both have the same subject: mother).

A dependent clause cannot stand alone as a sentence, while an indepen-
dent clause can. It is from this sense of elements of a sentence depending on 
other elements that we derive our analogy for sentence shapes—spine plus 
limbs (or scaffold plus words and phrases that hang on the scaffold). An inde-
pendent clause is a group of words that contains both a subject and a predicate 
and that can stand alone as a sentence. This definition becomes clearer if you 
consider the literal meaning of the words independent and dependent. 

The word “depend” means literally “to hang from.” A dependent clause 
hangs from and thus relies on an independent clause. This kind of sentence, 
containing both independent and dependent clauses, is called a complex  
sentence. Such sentences are called complex, not because they are more 

Copyright 2015 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).

Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



272 Chapter 10 Style: Choosing Words, Shaping Sentences 

difficult to read or to write, but because they contain different kinds of clauses 
and because the relationship among these clauses is explicitly specified. 

At this point in our discussion, it is worth saying that sentences become 
complicated not because the writer doesn’t know how to say things more 
simply (though this is sometimes true) but because complex sentences are 
one of the shapes that complex thinking takes. The governing idea of this 
chapter is that a sentence is the shape that thought takes. A piece of thinking 
that provides careful specification of the way that ideas relate to each other 
will require a sentence structure that states these relationships explicitly. 

In a complex sentence, clauses are not equally important grammatically. 
This inequality is marked by the use of subordinating conjunctions, which 
specify the subordinate status of some clauses in relation to others. The word 
“subordinate” means literally “arranged under” or “ordered under.” Another 
useful word for describing sentences with subordinate elements is hypotac-
tic, which means “arranged under.” If you have had a hypodermic injection 
(under the skin), you are familiar with the prefix “hypo” for under. Coordinate 
structures are sometimes called paratactic, a word meaning “arranged next to 
each other.” 

The strength of complex sentences is that they specifically name the 
kind of relationship among clauses, and they present the information in 
some clauses (the main or independent clause or clauses) as more central, 
more important than the information in others. Below are two examples 
of complex sentences. In each case we have boldfaced the subordinating 
conjunction and we have italicized the independent clause upon which the 
dependent clause depends. Notice in these sentences that if you were to 
delete the subordinating conjunction, and add a comma plus a coordinating 
conjunction between the clauses, you would convert the complex to a com-
pound sentence.

Although the vote was unanimous, people continued to complain.
Because the poverty level of the country had risen, its citizens began to 

emigrate.

In the dependent clause that opens the second sentence, the subject is 
“poverty level,” and the predicate is “had risen.” If you were to delete the 
subordinating conjunction at the beginning of either sentence, but leave the 
comma in between the two clauses, you would have created what is known 
as a comma splice—two independent clauses spliced together with a comma 
when another form of punctuation, such as a period or a semicolon, is called 
for. If you were to remove instead the second clause in each sentence—
the independent clause upon which the subordinate clause depends—you 
would be left with what is known as a sentence fragment: a group of words 
that can’t stand alone as a sentence but which is punctuated as a sen-
tence. (For more on comma splices and sentence fragments, see Chapter 11,  
Nine Basic Writing Errors (BWEs) and How to Fix Them). 
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In sum, writers create complex (subordinated, hypotactic) sentences 
when it is important to specify the type of relationship and the relative impor-
tance of one idea to the main idea to which it is attached. Here is a list of some 
common subordinating conjunctions. The list allows you to see the kinds of 
relationships that these words assert between the dependent (subordinate) 
clause and the independent clause it modifies.

Some subordinate conjunctions: Although, if, after, before, because, since, until, 
when, while, where, unless, even though, whether, though, as, in order that, whereas, 
provided that, just as 

Style fact about subordinate structures: Ideas located in subordinate clauses 
tend to be seen by readers as less important than ideas located in independent 
clauses. As we shall see, however, in the section below called “Emphasis and 
the Order of Clauses,” the perceived importance of an idea in a subordinate 
clause also depends on where it is located in a sentence. 

Try ThiS 10.1: identify Clauses and Conjunctions
Examine a piece of writing for the way it constructs and connects clauses. Start 
by finding the sentences’ independent clause or clauses. Do this by underlining 
the main subject/verb combinations. Next, circle all of the conjunctions— 
coordinate, subordinate, conjunctive adverbs, and correlatives. What do 
you notice about the way that the writer puts sentences together? How 
is the writer’s style related to the kind of thinking he or she is doing in  
the piece?

Seeing the Shape of Sentences: Why Commas Matter 
Consider the following sentence in which a needed comma has been left out.

After eating the couple left the restaurant.

From this example you can infer the primary role commas play in a sentence. 
Commas cause readers to distinguish the main clause or clauses of a sentence from 
various kinds of modifiers. Once a comma is in place after the introductory prepo-
sitional phrase at the beginning of the sentence above, readers can easily see 
the shape of the sentence because the comma makes the sentence spine (main 
clause) stand out. No one has eaten the couple. They have gone home from the 
restaurant unharmed.

Commas allow writers to add modifying information at various places in 
a sentence without causing readers to lose track of the thinking in the main 
clause. Consider, for example, how information might be added to the follow-
ing rather silly clause—and where commas would have to be located in order 
for readers to keep this clause in sight.

The cat was happy.

Let’s say we wish to add some modifying information to this sentence, such 
as “despite not having enough for breakfast.” There are three places (slots) 
in sentences where this modifying phrase might be added. In each sample 
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sentence below we have underlined the main clause and italicized the modi-
fying information.

beginning: Despite not having enough for breakfast, the cat was happy.
middle: The cat, despite not having enough for breakfast, was happy.
end: The cat was happy, despite not having enough for breakfast. 

These “slots” for adding information at the beginning, middle, and end are 
generally separated from the main clause by commas. The commas are there to 
help the reader easily find and recognize the main clause.

The first example, with the modifying phrase at the end, doesn’t abso-
lutely need a comma; we won’t misread the sentence without it, though the 
comma does help clarify matters. And what if we raise the level of complexity 
by adding more modifiers to a more complicated idea?

modifying phrase at beginning: Although both candidates claimed to be 
running clean races and blamed the other for the mudslinging, the  
campaign was ugly.

modifying phrase at middle: The campaign, although both candidates 
claimed to be running clean races and blamed the other for the mudsling-
ing, was ugly.

modifying phrase at end: The campaign was ugly, although both candi-
dates claimed to be running clean races and blamed the other for the 
mudslinging.

Try ThiS 10.2: Find and Explain Commas in a Piece of Writing
Circle all of the commas in a page of an essay. Figure out why each one is there. 
What modifying elements do the commas allow us to see as separate from the 
main clause or clauses?

Commas With restrictive and Nonrestrictive Modifiers: That vs. Which   
Because commas cause readers to distinguish a sentence’s main clause or 
clauses from modifying information, it is important that commas not be 
placed in ways that send the wrong message about what are and aren’t essen-
tial parts of the main clause. Consider the following sentences.

People who live in glass houses should not throw stones.
My sister, who lives in a glass house, has a stone collection. 

The tower that stands in the center of campus fell down.
The tower, which had been slowly crumbling, fell down.

Why does the second sentence in each of these pairs require a pair of commas, 
while the first sentences do not? To answer this question, find the main clause 
in each sentence. Notice that in the second sentence of each pair you could take 
out the information enclosed in commas and the sentence would still make 
sense. The commas act, in effect, like parentheses. They close off a qualifying 
idea (something that can be referred to as a parenthetical element) that adds 
information to the sentence, but which is not essential to the meaning of the 
main clause.
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My sister has a stone collection.
The tower fell down.

The sentence “People who live in glass houses should not throw stones” 
refers not just to people in general but to particular people, those who live in 
glass houses. So “who live in glass houses” is part of the sentence subject—
part of the main clause. Putting commas around this information would 
cause readers to misunderstand the main clause. Similarly, in the sentence 
“The tower that stands in the center of campus fell down,” the sentence 
refers not just to any tower, but to a particular tower, the one in the center 
of campus.

Modifying information that is essential to a clause’s meaning is called 
restrictive because it restricts the meaning of the sentence subject. Information 
that is not essential to the meaning of the main clause—does not limit it—is 
called nonrestrictive. If you can take out words without changing the meaning 
of the sentence, those words are nonrestrictive. If you can’t take out the words 
without changing the meaning of the sentence, the words are restrictive. 

Nonrestrictive elements in a sentence require commas to close them off 
from the main clause, thus making the main clause easier to see. Restrictive 
elements do not get commas because they are part of the main clause. As 
we will discuss further in our discussion of relative clauses and relative pro-
nouns, restrictive information in a sentence calls for the pronoun that and no 
commas. Nonrestrictive information is identified as such through the use of 
commas plus the relative pronoun which.

The lights that shine in my window keep me awake at night.
The lights, which are rarely turned off, keep me awake.

What Punctuation Marks Say: A Quick-Hit Guide
The period [.] marks the end of a sentence. Make sure what precedes it is an 
independent clause, that is, a subject plus verb that can stand alone. The period 
says to a reader, “This is the end of this particular statement. I’m a mark of 
closure.”

Lennon rules.

As noted in the section above on why commas matter, the comma [,] sep-
arates the main (independent) clause from dependent elements that modify 
the main clause. It also separates two main clauses joined by a conjunction—
known as a compound sentence. Information that is not central to the main 
clause is set off in a pair of commas, a comma sandwich. The comma does 
not signify a pause. The comma says to the reader, “Here is where the main 
clause begins (or ends),” or “Here is a break in the main clause.” 

In the case of compound sentences (containing two or more independent 
clauses), the comma says, “Here is where one main clause ends, and after the 
conjunction that follows me, another main clause begins.”

Copyright 2015 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).

Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



276 Chapter 10 Style: Choosing Words, Shaping Sentences 

Lennon rules, and McCartney is cute.
Lennon rules, although McCartney is arguably more tuneful.

The semicolon [;] separates two independent clauses not joined by a con-
junction. Secondarily, the semicolon can separate two independent clauses 
joined by a conjunction if either of the clauses already contains commas. 
In either case, the semicolon both shows a close relationship between the 
two independent clauses that it connects and distinguishes where one ends 
and the other begins. It is also the easiest way to fix comma splices (see  
Chapter 11).

The semicolon says to the reader, “What precedes and what follows 
me are conceptually close but grammatically independent and thus equal 
statements.”

Lennon’s lyrics show deep sympathy for the legions of “Nowhere Men” 
who inhabit the “Strawberry Fields” of their imaginations; McCartney’s 
lyrics, on the other hand, are more upbeat, forever bidding “Good Day, 
Sunshine” to the world at large and “Michelle” in particular.

The colon [:] marks the end of a setup for something coming next. It 
provides a frame, pointing beyond itself, like a spotlight. The colon is quite 
dramatic, and unlike the semicolon, it links what precedes and follows it 
formally and tightly rather than loosely and associatively. It usually operates 
with dramatic force. It can frame a list to follow, separate cause and effect, or 
divide a brief claim from a more expanded version of the claim. The language 
on at least one side of the colon must be an independent clause, though both 
sides can be.

The colon says to the reader, “Concentrate on what follows me for a more 
detailed explanation of what preceded me” or “What follows me is logically 
bound with what preceded me.”

Rubber Soul marked a change in The Beatles’ songwriting: the sentimental-
ity of earlier efforts gave way to a new complexity, both in the range of 
their subjects and the sophistication of their poetic devices. 

Nowhere is this change more evident than in a sequence of songs near the 
album’s end: “I’m Looking Through You,” “In My Life,” “Wait,” and “If I Needed 
Someone.”

The dash [—] provides an informal alternative to the colon for adding 
information to a sentence. Its effect is sudden, of the moment—what springs 
up impulsively to disrupt and extend in some new way the ongoing train 
of thought. A pair of dashes provides an invaluable resource to writers for 
inserting information within a sentence. In this usage, the rule is that the 
sentence must read coherently if the inserted information is left out. (To type 
a dash, type two hyphens with no space between, before, or after. This dis-
tinguishes the dash from a hyphen [-], which is the mark used for connecting 
two words into one.)
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The dash says to the reader, “This too!” or, in the case of a pair of them, 
“Remember the thought in the beginning of this sentence because we’re 
jumping to something else before we come back to finish that thought.”

For all their loveliness, the songs on Rubber Soul are not without 
menace—”I’d rather see you dead little girl than to see you with  
another man.”

In addition to the usual lead, rhythm, and bass guitar ensemble, Rubber 
Soul introduced new instruments—notably, the harpsichord interlude 
in “In My Life,” the sitar spiraling through “Norwegian Wood”—that had 
not previously been heard in rock ’n roll.

Emphasis and the Order of Clauses: The Importance  
of What Comes Last 
Here are two ways of arranging the same sentence. Notice what happens to 
emphasis when we change the order of the clauses.

Turkey has battled the party for more than 30 years, though peace talks 
are now underway.

Although peace talks are now underway, Turkey has battled the party for 
more than 30 years.

Which sentence holds out the most hope for the success of the peace talks?  
Climactic order is a fact of sentence style. Sentences will seem to build up to 
and emphasize whatever comes last. This fact takes precedence over another 
fact of sentence style—that ideas placed in independent as opposed to depen-
dent (subordinate) clauses tend to get more emphasis. In the first sentence 
above, the idea in the subordinate clause gets more emphasis than the one in 
the main clause simply because it comes last. Here is another example.

The history of Indochina is marked by colonial exploitation as well as 
international cooperation.

The history of Indochina, although marked by colonial exploitation, testi-
fies to the possibility of international cooperation. 

In the second sentence the emphasis at the end of the sentence is made even 
more pronounced because the information about colonial exploitation is 
located in a subordinate clause that interrupts the main clause. As we will 
demonstrate soon in our discussion of periodic vs. cumulative sentences, 
creating grammatical tension by delaying closure—in this case, by putting 
information between the subject and the verb of the main clause—adds pow-
erfully to emphasis. 

Experiment with these stylistic principles. See what happens if you try 
moving the information you wish to emphasize to the end of your sentences. 
You will find that this tactic also improves the coherence of your writing 
because the placement of key ideas at the ends of sentences will press you to 
bridge from those ideas to whatever happens in the subsequent sentence. Also 
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experiment with what you put into dependent as opposed to independent 
clauses. Try locating information in between the subject and verb of your main 
clause so as to exaggerate the emphasis naturally bestowed by climactic order.

Try ThiS 10.3: Order Clauses in a Sentence for Emphasis
Try some sentence combining in which you experiment with the effect of locat-
ing key information at the end of the sentence. Here are three ideas stated in 
separate sentences. Combine these into a single sentence. What happens to 
emphasis—to the meaning of the sentence—if you put the information about 
the time of year or the location of the proposal at the end of the sentence? 
Under what circumstances might a writer want to do this?

I asked her to marry me.
It was October.
We were in a shop on Tremont Street.

Embedding Modifiers: Relative Clauses, Words, and Phrases 
Other than coordination and subordination, there are a number of other ways 
that a writer can go about connecting information to the spine of a sentence. 
In order to understand these easily, you need to think about the different roles 
that modifiers can play in a sentence. A modifier is a word or a phrase or a 
clause that elaborates on an element in the sentence by describing it, limiting 
it somehow, or just by adding additional information. Consider the modifiers 
that we have boldfaced in each of the following sentences:

My white dog is huge. 
My house, which is painted yellow, is cheerful.
The sun rose slowly.
 I took the job in 1987.

The college chose students who appreciated diversity.
The things [that] we come to miss the most are things [that] we once  

took for granted.
Adjectives modify nouns or pronouns. Adverbs, usually recognizable by 

their –ly ending, modify verbs, adjectives, or other adverbs.
In the first two examples above, the boldfaced modifiers—a single word in 

the first sentence, and a relative clause in the second—operate as adjectives. 
This relationship among sentence parts is easy to see in these simple sentences 
because the modifiers and the words they modify are so close together. The 
modifier in the third sentence functions as an adverb, because it modifies an 
action (“rose”). The prepositional phrase “in 1987” also operates as an adverb 
because it modifies the verb “took.” It answers the question, “when did you 
take the job?” Prepositional phrases are the most common modifiers. When 
we aren’t careful, prepositional phrases can proliferate and overrun a sentence. 

The last pair of sentences above are examples of modifiers taking the 
form of relative clauses—because they relate to other words in the sentence. 
The relative clause “who appreciated diversity” modifies the word “students,” 
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and so it is an adjective clause. The word “who” is a relative pronoun; “who 
appreciated diversity” is a clause because it has a subject (the pronoun “who”) 
and a predicate (“appreciated diversity”). The clause is dependent because it 
cannot stand alone; it relates to and depends on the word in the main clause 
that it modifies. The sentence with the two longer relative clauses contains 
the relative pronoun “that,” which you encountered earlier in our discussion 
of punctuating restrictive and nonrestrictive clauses. Both of these clauses 
also function as adjectives because they both modify nouns—“students” and 
“things.” When the noun referred to is a person, use the relative pronoun 
“who” or “whom.” When the noun is not a person, use “that” or “which.” 

Modifiers enhance a writer’s stylistic choices. Writers have a lot of choices 
about where to place them in a sentence. Modifiers also present writers with 
choices about emphasis—whether, for example, an idea should be embed-
ded in a sentence as a modifying word, clause, or phrase or whether it should 
stand alone as a sentence. 

We have already looked at clauses functioning as adverbs, since this is 
what subordinate clauses do. Adverb clauses modify some action in the sen-
tence. If you look back at our list of subordinating conjunctions, you will see 
that they tell when, why, where, or how an action took place. 

When the lights came on, the skating rink filled up.
Now that the waiting was over, the team came onto the field. 

relative pronouns: who, whom, which, that, (and sometimes where or when)

Demonstrative pronouns: this, that, these, those

Demonstrative pronouns function as adjectives because they point to nouns, 
as in “This is my favorite time of the year.” They can also substitute for nouns 
(“This is my house”).

Academic writing and, in fact, most forms of writing beyond elemen-
tal description, require writers to load various kinds of information into one 
sentence, a process known as embedding. At its worst, embedding produces 
overloaded, unwieldy sentences wherein readers and emphasis get lost. The 
opposite extreme—one idea to a sentence—produces disjointed writing in 
which sentences start to sound, as we said earlier, like the drip, drip of a leaky 
faucet, each drop equal in importance and nothing standing out as what the 
writer especially wants the reader to pay attention to. In most good writing, 
each individual sentence does a fair bit of work. The trick is to learn how to 
embed information in sentences in a way that doesn’t drag the sentence to the ground 
like an overloaded branch.

Appositives and absolutes offer another way of embedding informa-
tion in a sentence and thus keeping your emphasis where you want it. An 
appositive comes immediately after a noun or noun phrase and renames 
it. The following two sentences can be combined into one by using an 
appositive. 
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Sean was a key member of the cast. 
He is an able musician.
Revision: Sean, an able musician, was a key member of the cast. 

Absolutes act like appositives, but, rather than echoing a single noun or noun 
phrase, the absolute phrase modifies the sentence as a whole.

He found the beach especially beautiful, its blowing sand and broken 
shells always evocative, occasionally haunting.

Periodic and Cumulative Styles: Two Ways  
of Locating Closure 
The shape of a sentence governs the way it delivers information. The order of 
clauses, especially the placement of the main clause, affects what the sentence 
means. There are two common sentence shapes defined by the location of 
their main clauses; these are known as periodic and cumulative sentences. The 
periodic sentence is built on suspense and delay: it puts maximum emphasis 
on the way the sentence ends. The cumulative sentence aims for upfront 
impact; there is no suspense, but rather, the rolling momentum of an extended 
follow-through.

The Periodic Sentence: Delay Closure to Achieve Emphasis 
The main clause in a periodic sentence builds to a climax that is not completed 
until the end. Often, a piece of the main clause (such as the subject) is located 
early in the sentence, as in the following example:

The way that beverage companies market health—“No Preservatives,” 
“No Artificial Colors,” “All Natural,” “Real Brewed”—is often, because 
the product also contains a high percentage of sugar or fructose, 
misleading.

We have boldfaced parts of the main clause to clarify how various modi-
fiers interrupt it. The effect is suspenseful: not until the final word does the 
sentence consummate its fundamental idea. Pieces of the main clause are 
spread out across the sentence.

Another version of the periodic sentence locates the entire main clause 
at the end, after introductory modifiers.

Using labels that market health—such as “No Preservatives,” “No Artificial 
Colors,” “All Natural,” and “Real Brewed”—while producing drinks that 
contain a high percentage of sugar or fructose, beverage companies 
are misleading.

As previously discussed, the end of a sentence normally receives empha-
sis. When you use a periodic construction, the pressure on the end intensifies 
because the sentence waits until the end to complete its grammatical sense. 
In both of the preceding examples, the sentences “snap shut.” They string 
readers along, delaying grammatical closure—the point at which the sentences 
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can stand alone independently—until they arrive at climactic ends. Periodic 
sentences are also known as climactic sentences. Periodic sentences can be 
arranged so as to produce different levels of grammatical tension—high, mid-
dle, and low. The longer the reader has to wait in order to arrive at sentence 
closure, the higher the grammatical tension.

Of the periodic sentence, Richard Lanham writes (in his book Analyzing 
Prose): “Some tangible ingredients for a “periodic” style [are]: (1) suspension, …;  
(2) parallelism of phrases and clauses…; (3) balance, the antiphonal chorus;  
(4) climax, the final thrust that nails Seneca to the wall. And to these we must 
add a last quality that exudes from periodic structure, virtuoso display.” (57)

You should be aware of one risk that accompanies periodic constructions. 
If the delay lasts too long because there are too many “interrupters” before 
the main clause gets completed, your readers may forget the subject being 
predicated. To illustrate, let’s add more subordinated material to one of the 
preceding examples.

The way that beverage companies market health—“No Preservatives,” 
“No Artificial Colors,” “All Natural,” “Real Brewed”—is often, because the 
product also contains a high percentage of sugar or fructose, not just 
what New Agers would probably term “immoral” and “misleading” but 
what a government agency such as the Food and Drug Administration 
should find illegal.

Arguably, the additions (the “not just” and “but” clauses after “fructose”) push 
the sentence into incoherence. The main clause has been stretched past the 
breaking point. If readers don’t get lost in such a sentence, they are at least 
likely to get irritated and wish the writer would finally get to the point.

Nonetheless, with a little care, periodic sentences can be extraordinarily 
useful in locating emphasis. If you are revising and want to underscore some 
point, try letting the sentence snap shut upon it. Often the periodic potential 
will already be present in the draft, and stylistic editing can bring it out more 
forcefully. Note how minor the revisions are in the following example:

Draft: The novelist Virginia Woolf suffered from acute anxieties for most of 
her life. She had several breakdowns and finally committed suicide on the eve 
of World War II.

revision: Suffering from acute anxieties for most of her life, the novelist  
Virginia Woolf not only had several breakdowns but, finally, on the eve of 
World War II, committed suicide as well.

This revision has made two primary changes. It has combined two short 
sentences into a longer sentence, and it has made the sentence periodic by 
stringing out the main clause. What is the effect of this revision? Stylistically 
speaking, the revision radiates a greater sense of its writer’s authority. The 
information has been arranged for us. After the opening dependent clause 
(“Suffering…”), the subject of the main clause (“Woolf”) is introduced, and the 
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predicate is protracted in a not only/but also parallelism. The interrupters that 
follow “had several breakdowns” (“finally, on the eve of World War II”) increase 
the suspense, before the sentence snaps shut with “committed suicide.”

In general, when you construct a periodic sentence with care, you can 
give readers the sense that you are in control of your material. You do not 
seem to be writing off the top of your head, but rather from a position of 
greater detachment, rationally composing your meaning.

The Cumulative Sentence: Start Fast to Build Momentum 
The cumulative sentence is in many respects the opposite of the periodic. 
Rather than delaying the main clause or its final piece, the cumulative sentence 
begins by presenting the independent clause as a foundation and then accumu-
lates a number of modifications and qualifications. As the following examples 
illustrate, the independent clause provides quick grammatical closure, freeing 
the rest of the sentence to amplify and develop the main idea:

Robert F. Kennedy was assassinated by Sirhan B. Sirhan, a twenty-
four-year-old Palestinian immigrant, prone to occultism and 
unsophisticated left-wing politics and sociopathically devoted to leav-
ing his mark in history, even if as a notorious figure.

There are two piano concerti composed solely for the left hand, one by 
Serge Prokofiev and one by Maurice Ravel, and both commissioned 
by Paul Wittgenstein, a concert pianist (and the brother of the famous 
philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein) who had lost his right hand in com-
bat during World War I.

Anchored by the main clause, a cumulative sentence moves serially through 
one thing and another thing and the next thing, close to the associative manner 
in which people think. To an extent, then, cumulative sentences can convey 
more immediacy and a more conversational tone than can other sentence 
shapes. Look at the following example:

The film version of Lady Chatterley’s Lover changed D. H. Lawrence’s 
famous novel a lot, omitting the heroine’s adolescent experience in 
Germany, making her husband much older than she, leaving out her 
father and sister, including a lot more lovemaking, and virtually  
eliminating all of the philosophizing about sex and marriage.

Here, we get the impression of a mind in the act of thinking. Using the gener-
alization of changes in the film as a base, the sentence then appends a series 
of parallel participial phrases (“omitting,” “making,” “leaving,” “including,” 
“eliminating”) that moves forward associatively, gathering a range of informa-
tion and laying out possibilities. Cumulative sentences perform this outlining 
and prospecting function very effectively. On the other hand, if we were to add 
four or five more changes to the sentence, readers would likely find it tedious, 
or worse, directionless. As with periodic sentences, overloading the shape can 
short-circuit its desired effect.
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If you consciously practice using periodic and cumulative constructions, 
you will be surprised how quickly you can learn to produce their respective 
effects in your own writing. You will also discover that both of these sentence 
shapes are already present in your prose in some undiscovered and thus 
unrefined way. It is often simply a case of bringing out what is already there. 
Try including at least one of each in the next paper you write.

Try ThiS 10.4: Write Periodic and Cumulative Sentences
Compose a simple sentence on any subject—a sentence with one main clause. 
Then construct two variations expanding it, one periodic and one cumulative. 
Here, as a model, is an example using the core sentence “James Joyce was a 
gifted singer.”

Periodic: Although known primarily as one of the greatest novelists of the  
twentieth century, James Joyce, the son of a local political functionary who loved 
to tip a few too many at the pub, was also a gifted—and prizewinning—singer.

Cumulative: James Joyce was a gifted singer, having listened at his father’s 
knee to the ballads sung in pubs, having won an all-Ireland prize in his early 
teens, and having possessed a miraculous ear for the inflections of common 
speech that was to serve him throughout the career for which he is justly 
famous, that of a novelist.

Can’t think of a core sentence? Okay, here are two:

Why do airlines show such mediocre films?
Every senator is a millionaire.

Symmetry and Sense: Balance, Antithesis,  
and Parallelism 
Long and grammatically complicated sentences achieve clarity and emphasis 
primarily through various kinds of repetition. A writer can repeat similar words 
and phrases at the beginning of sentences (a device called anaphora,) and he 
or she can accumulate a series of parallel clauses or phrases of the same or 
similar length (isocolon). Symmetry makes sentences easier to follow, whether 
the sentence shape is one that balances similar ideas or one that sets them up 
in contrast to each other (antithesis).

Parallel Structure: Put Parallel Information into Parallel Form 
One of the most important and useful devices for shaping sentences is parallel 
structure or, as it is also known, parallelism. Parallelism is a form of symmetry: 
it involves placing sentence elements that correspond in some way into the 
same (that is, parallel) grammatical form. Consider the following examples, in 
which the parallel items are boldfaced or italicized:

The three kinds of partners in a law firm who receive money from a case 
are popularly known as finders, binders, and grinders.
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The Beatles acknowledged their musical debts to American rhythm and 
blues, to English music hall ballads and ditties, and later to classical 
Indian ragas.

There was no way that the President could gain the support of party regu-
lars without alienating the Congress, and no way that he could appeal 
to the electorate at large without alienating both of these groups.

In the entertainment industry, the money that goes out to hire film stars 
or sports stars comes back in increased ticket sales and video or televi-
sion rights.

As all of these examples illustrate, at the core of parallelism lies repetition—of a 
word, a phrase, or a grammatical structure. Parallelism uses repetition to orga-
nize and emphasize certain elements in a sentence, so that readers can perceive 
more clearly the shape of your thought. In the Beatles example, each of the 
prepositional phrases beginning with to contains a musical debt. In the President 
example, the repetition of the phrase no way that emphasizes his entrapment.

Parallelism has the added advantage of economy: each of the musical 
debts or presidential problems might have had its own sentence, but in that 
case the prose would have been wordier and the relationships among the 
parallel items more obscure. Along with this economy come balance and 
emphasis. The trio of rhyming words (finders, binders, and grinders) that 
concludes the law-firm example gives each item equal weight; in the enter-
tainment-industry example, “comes back” answers “goes out” in a way that 
accentuates their symmetry.

It is important to avoid what is known as faulty parallelism, which occurs 
when the items that are parallel in content are not placed in the same gram-
matical form.

Faulty: To study hard for four years and then getting ignored once they 
enter the job market is a hard thing for many recent college graduates 
to accept.

Revised: To study hard for four years and then to get ignored once they 
enter the job market is a hard thing for many recent college graduates 
to accept.

Try ThiS 10.5: Correct Errors in Parallelism
Rewrite the following examples of faulty parallelism using correct parallel 
structure:

1. The problems with fast food restaurants include the way workers  
are exploited, eating transfatty acids, and that the food can damage 
your liver.

2. Venus Williams likes to play tennis and also designing clothes.

3. In the 1960s the use of drugs and being a hippie were ways for some 
people to let society know their political views and that they were 
alienated from the mainstream.
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Two Powerful Forms of Parallelism: Antithesis and Chiasmus 
One particularly useful form of balance that parallel structure accommodates 
is known as antithesis (from the Greek word for “opposition”), a conjoining of 
contrasting ideas. Here, the pattern sets one thing against another thing, as in 
the following example:

Where bravura failed to settle the negotiations, tact and patience 
succeeded.

 “Failed” is balanced antithetically against “succeeded,” as “bravura” against 
“tact and patience.” Antithesis commonly takes the form of “if not x, at least 
y” or “not x, but y.”

Another specialized form of parallelism known as chiasmus is a rhetorical 
pattern that organizes elements in an ABBA structure. The most famous chias-
mus known to most Americans comes from a speech by John F. Kennedy: “Ask 
not what your country can do for you; ask what you can do for your country.”

Note how this form also uses antithesis—the JFK example moves from 
“ask not” to “ask”—which is why it is known as a form of inverted parallelism, 
the second half of the expression balanced against the first, with the parts 
reversed. You can more easily remember the term chiasmus once you realize 
that it derives from the Greek letter chi, meaning X, as that is the shape of 
the AB -> BA structure. Here is another example of chiasmus from Matthew 
19:30: “But many that are first shall be last; and the last shall be first.” The 
effect is memorable.

As you write, and especially as you revise for style, search for opportunities 
to place sentence elements in parallel structure. Remember that parallelism 
can occur with clauses and phrases, especially prepositional phrases. Often, the 
parallels will be hidden in the sentences of your draft, but they can be brought 
out with a minimum of labor. After you’ve acquired the habit of casting your 
thinking in parallel structures, they will rapidly become a staple of your stylistic 
repertoire, making your prose more graceful, clear, and logically connected.

Noun Styles, Verb Styles, “Official Style” 
Richard Lanham, in his influential style guide, Revising Prose, coined the term 
“Official Style” for the kinds of sentences he thought were steadily draining 
the life out of English prose style. For such sentences—the product of bureau-
crats—Lanham prescribed his paramedic method, which calls for finding the 
action in sentences rather than allowing them to sink under the weight of 
nouns and strings of prepositions. For Lanham, perhaps the primary charac-
teristic of Official Style is its reliance on forms of “to be,” with the resulting 
conversion of verbs into nouns. In his paramedic method, Lanham instructs 
writers to mark all of the prepositions, identify the forms of to be, and find the 
action buried in the sentence and make it into an active verb. As you will see, 
avoiding Official Style is a matter not only of syntax, but also of concise and 
effective word choice.
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Finding the Action in a Sentence: “To Be” Or Not “To Be”
Verbs energize a sentence. They actively connect the parts of the sentence 
with each other, as opposed to less active forms of connection such as relative 
pronouns (clauses beginning with “that” or “which”) and prepositions. In a sen-
tence of the subject–verb–direct object pattern, the verb—known as a transitive 
verb—functions as a kind of engine, driving the subject into the predicate, as 
in the following examples.

John F. Kennedy effectively manipulated his image in the media.
Thomas Jefferson embraced the idea of America as a country of yeoman 

farmers.

By contrast, “is” and other forms of the verb “to be” provide an equals sign 
between the subject and the predicate but otherwise tell us nothing about the 
relationship between them. “To be” is an intransitive verb; it cannot take a direct 
object. Compare the two preceding transitive examples with the following ver-
sions of the same sentences using forms of the verb “to be.”

John F. Kennedy was effective at the manipulation of his image in the 
media.

Thomas Jefferson’s idea was for America to be a country of yeoman 
farmers. 

Rather than making things happen through an active transitive verb, these 
sentences let everything just hang around in a state of being. In the first ver-
sion, Kennedy did something—manipulated his image—but in the second he 
just is (or was), and the energy of the original verb has been siphoned into an 
abstract noun, “manipulation.” The revised Jefferson example suffers from 
a similar lack of momentum compared with the original version: the syntax 
doesn’t help the sentence get anywhere.

Certain situations, however, dictate the use of forms of “to be.” For defi-
nitions in particular, the equals sign that an “is” provides works well. For 
instance, “Organic gardening is a method of growing crops without using syn-
thetic fertilizers or pesticides.” As with choosing between active and passive 
voices, the decision to use “to be” should be just that—a conscious decision on 
your part.

If you can train yourself to eliminate every unnecessary use of “to be” in 
a draft, you will make your prose more lively and direct. In most cases, you 
will find the verb that you need to substitute for “is” lurking somewhere in the 
sentence in some other grammatical form. In the preceding sentence about 
Kennedy, “manipulate” is implicit in “manipulation.” In Table 10.1, each of 
the examples in the left-hand column uses a form of “to be” for its verb (itali-
cized) and contains a potentially strong active verb lurking in the sentence in 
some other form (boldfaced). These “lurkers” have been converted into active 
verbs (italicized) in the revisions in the right-hand column.

Clearly, the examples in the left-hand column have problems in addition 
to their reliance on forms of “to be”—notably circumlocution and verbosity. 
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Try ThiS 10.6: Find Active Verbs in your Sentences
Take a paper you’ve written and circle the sentences that rely on forms of “to 
be.” Then, examine the other words in these sentences, looking for “lurkers.” 
Rewrite the sentences, converting the lurkers into vigorous verbs. You will 
probably discover many lurkers, and your revisions will acquire more energy 
and directness.

Active and Passive Voice: Emphasizing the Doer or the Action 
In the active voice, the grammatical subject acts; in the passive voice, the sub-
ject is acted upon. Here are two examples.

Active: Adam Smith wrote The Wealth of Nations in 1776.
Passive: The Wealth of Nations was written by Adam Smith in 1776.

The two sentences convey identical information, but the emphasis differs—the 
first focuses on the author, the second on the book. 

As the examples illustrate, using the passive normally results in a longer 
sentence than using the active. If we consider how to convert the passive 
into the active, you can see why. In the passive, the verb requires a form 
of “to be” plus a past participle. (For more on participles, see the Glossary 
of Grammatical Terms in Chapter 11.) In this case, the active verb “wrote” 
becomes the passive verb “was written,” the grammatical subject (“Smith”) 
becomes the object of the preposition “by,” and the direct object (The Wealth 
of Nations) becomes the grammatical subject.

Now consider the activity described in the two versions of this example: 
a man wrote a book. That’s what happened in life. The grammar of the active 
version captures that action most clearly: the grammatical subject (“Smith”) 
performs the action, and the direct object (The Wealth of Nations) receives it, 

Action Hidden in Nouns and “To Be” Verbs Action Emphasized in Verbs

The cost of the book is ten dollars. The book costs ten dollars.

The acknowledgment of the fact is increasingly 

widespread that television is a replacement for 

reading in American culture.

People increasingly acknowledge 

that television has replaced reading 

in American culture.

A computer is ostensibly a labor-saving device—

until the hard drive is the victim of a crash.

A computer ostensibly saves labor—

until the hard drive crashes.

In the laying of a flagstone patio, the important 

preliminary steps to remember are the excavating 

and the leveling of the area and then the filling 

of it with a fine grade of gravel.

To lay a flagstone patio, first excavate 

and level the area and then fill it with 

a fine grade of gravel.

TABLE 10.1 
Static and Active Verbs
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just as in life. By contrast, the passive version alters the close link between 
the syntax and the event: the object of the action in life (The Wealth of Nations) 
has become the grammatical subject, whereas the doer in life (“Smith”) has 
become the grammatical object of a prepositional phrase.

Note, too, that the passive would allow us to omit “Smith” altogether: “The 
Wealth of Nations was written in 1776.” A reader who desired to know more 
and was not aware of the author would not appreciate this sentence. More 
troubling, the passive can also be used to conceal the doer of an action—not 
“I made a mistake” (active) but rather “A mistake has been made” (passive).

In sum, there are three reasons for avoiding the passive voice when you 
can: (1) it’s longer, (2) its grammatical relationships are (or seem to be) the 
reverse of what happened in life, and (3) it can omit the performer responsible 
for the action.

On the other hand, sometimes there are good reasons for using the passive. 
If you want to emphasize the object or recipient of the action rather than the per-
former, the passive will do that for you: “The Wealth of Nations was written in 1776 
by Adam Smith” places initial stress on the book. The passive is also preferable 
when the doer remains unknown: “The president has been shot!” is probably a 
better sentence than “Some unknown assailant has shot the president!”

Especially in the natural sciences, the use of the passive voice is a stan-
dard practice. There are sound reasons for this disciplinary convention: 
science tends to focus on what happens to something in a given experiment, 
rather than on the person performing the experiment. Compare the following 
sentences:

Passive: Separation of the protein was achieved by using an electropho-
retic gel.

Active: The researcher used an electrophoretic gel to separate the protein.

If you opted for the active version, the emphasis would rest, illogically, 
on the agent of the action (the researcher) rather than on what happened and 
how (electrophoretic separation of the protein).

On balance, “consider” is the operative term when you choose between 
passive and active as you revise the syntax of your drafts. Recognize that 
you do have choices—in emphasis, in relative directness, and in economy. 
All things being equal and disciplinary conventions permitting, the active is 
usually the better choice.

Try ThiS 10.7: Analyze the Effect of Passive Voice in a Speech
In the speech below, the Declaration of Independence, please do the following:

—Circle the verb in each clause. Identify which clauses exhibit passive 
construction.

—Convert each sentence in passive voice to active voice.

—Explain how the meaning of the passive voice sentences change when 
rewritten in active voice.
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“We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they 
are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are 
Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness. That to secure these  rights, Governments 
are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed, 
That whenever any Form of Government becomes  destructive of these ends, it is the 
Right of the People to alter or to abolish it,  and to institute new Government, laying its 
foundation on such principles and   organizing its powers in such form, as to them shall 
seem most likely to effect their Safety and Happiness.”

Passive Voice: construction in which the subject of the sentence is the 
recipient of the action

Transitive Verb: action verbs that have an object to receive that action

intransitive Verb: action verbs that do not have an object receiving the  
action 

Try ThiS 10.8: Write Passive and Active Voice Sentences 
Identify all of the sentences that use the passive voice in one of your papers. 
Then, rewrite these sentences, converting passive into active wherever 
appropriate. Finally, count the total number of words, the total number of 
prepositions, and the average sentence length (words per sentence) in each 
version. What do you discover?

For more practice, here’s another exercise. Compose a paragraph of 
at least half a page in which you use only the passive voice and verbs of 
being, followed by a paragraph in which you use only the active voice. 
Then, rewrite the first paragraph using only active voice, if possible, and 
rewrite the second paragraph using only passive voice and verbs of being 
as much as possible. How do the paragraphs differ in shape, length, and 
coherence?

Expletives: Beginning with “It Is” or “There Is” 
Sentences that begin with openers like “It is” or “There is” are known as exple-
tive constructions. The term expletive comes from a Latin word that means 
“serving to fill out.” Most of the time, you can streamline your prose by getting 
rid of expletive constructions. Consider how the expletives function in the 
following examples:

There are several prototypes for the artificial heart.
It is obvious that the American West exerted a profound influence on the 

photography of Ansel Adams.

Compare these with versions that simply eliminate the expletives.

The artificial heart has several prototypes.
The American West exerted a profound influence on the photography of 

Ansel Adams.

Expletives, such as the “It is obvious that” opening, cause the grammar of the 
sentence to subordinate its real emphasis. 

1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8
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In some cases, though, an expletive can provide useful emphasis, as in the 
following example: “There are three primary reasons that you should avoid 
litigation.” Although this sentence grammatically subordinates its primary 
content (avoiding litigation), the expletive provides a useful frame for what is  
to follow.

In an excellent book entitled Rhetorical Grammar (Longman, 2009), Martha 
Kolln and Loretta Gray make the case for using what they term “the there-
transformation” as a strategy for adding emphasis. They do so by focusing 
on what they call “the rhythm pattern” of the sentence. Compare “There’s 
a stranger standing on the porch,” where the accent falls on “stranger,” 
with “The stranger stands on the porch,” where the accent—and thus the  
emphasis—falls on “porch.”

Concrete vs. Evaluative Adjectives and Intensifiers:  
What’s Bad About “Good” and “Bad” 
Good. Pretty. Boring. Negative. Positive. All of these words are evaluative adjec-
tives. They offer judgments without any supporting data. Green and small 
and bright are examples of concrete (descriptive) adjectives. They give us 
something specific to think with. Broad evaluative terms such as good and 
bad can seduce you into stopping your thinking while it is still too general and 
ill-defined—a matter discussed at length in. “The Judgment Reflex” section 
of Chapter 1. If you train yourself to select more precise words whenever you 
encounter good and bad in your drafts, not only will your prose become clearer, 
but also the search for new words will start you thinking again, sharpening 
your ideas. 

If, for example, you find yourself writing a sentence such as “The subcom-
mittee made a bad decision,” ask yourself why you called it a bad decision. A 
revision to “The subcommittee made a shortsighted decision” indicates what 
in fact is bad about the decision and sets you up to discuss why the decision 
was myopic, further developing the idea.

Be aware that often evaluative terms are disguised as neutrally descrip-
tive ones—natural, for instance, and realistic. Realistic according to whom, 
and defined by what criteria? Something is natural according to a given idea 
about nature—an assumption—and the same goes for moral. These are not 
terms that mean separately from a particular context or ideology, that is, an 
assumed hierarchy of value. Similarly, in a sentence such as “Society disap-
proves of interracial marriage,” the broad and apparently neutral term society 
can blind you to a host of important distinctions about social class, about a 
particular culture, and so on.

Many words fall somewhere between being evaluative and concrete. 
The word “complicated,” for example, is concrete in that it means “having 
more than one side (complex),” but complicated or complex can be evalu-
ative depending on context. In some circles, a complicated idea is thought 
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to be insufficiently straightforward. In academic circles, wherein accuracy 
is valued more highly than ease of expression, complicated ideas are good. 

Another type of word prone to adding evaluation without data is the kind 
of adverb called an intensifier—really, truly, actually, very, entirely, etc. These 
words add little—except an overstated tone—to writing. It is usually (though 
not always) best to eliminate them. 

Concrete and Abstract Diction 
At its best, effective analytical prose uses both concrete and abstract words. 
Simply defined, concrete diction brings things to life by offering readers 
words that play on their senses. Telephone, eggshell, crystalline, azure, striped, 
kneel, flare, and burp are examples of concrete diction. You need concrete 
language whenever you are describing what happens or what something 
looks like—in a laboratory experiment, in a military action, in a painting 
or film sequence. The language of evidence consists of concrete diction. It 
allows us to see for ourselves the basis of a person’s convictions in the stuff 
of lived experience.

By contrast, abstract diction refers to words that designate concepts and 
categories. Virility, ideology, love, definitive, desultory, conscientious, classify, and 
ameliorate are examples of abstract diction. So are democracy, fascism, benevo-
lence, and sentimentality. Abstract words give us the language of ideas. We 
cannot do without abstract terms, and yet writing made up only of such 
words loses contact with experience, with the world that we can apprehend 
through our senses.

The line between abstract and concrete is not always as clear as these 
examples may suggest. You may recall the ladder of abstraction that we dis-
cuss in the section entitled Generalizing in Chapter 1. There, we propose that 
abstract and concrete are not hard-and-fast categories so much as a con-
tinuum, a sliding scale. Word A (for example, machine) may be more abstract 
than word B (computer) but more concrete than word C (technology).

Concrete and abstract diction need each other. Concrete diction illustrates 
and anchors the generalizations that abstract diction expresses. Notice the 
concrete language used to define the abstraction provinciality in this example:

There is no cure for provinciality like traveling abroad. In America, the 
waiter who fails to bring the check promptly at the end of the meal 
we rightly convict for not being watchful. But in England, after waiting 
interminably for the check and becoming increasingly irate, we learn 
that only an ill-mannered waiter would bring it without being asked. We 
have been rude, not he.

In the following example, the abstract terms causality, fiction, and conjunction 
are integrated with concrete diction in the second sentence:

According to the philosopher David Hume, causality is a kind of  
fiction that we ascribe to what he called “the constant conjunction 
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of observed events.” If a person gets hit in the eye and a black semi-
circle develops underneath it, that does not necessarily mean the blow 
caused the black eye.

A style that omits concrete language can leave readers lost in a fog of abstrac-
tion that only tangible details can illuminate. The concrete language helps 
readers see what you mean, much in the way that examples help them under-
stand your ideas. Without the shaping power of abstract diction, however, 
concrete evocation can leave you with a list of graphic but ultimately pointless 
facts. The best writing integrates concrete and abstract diction, the language 
of showing and the language of telling. 

Latinate Diction 
One of the best ways to sensitize yourself to the difference between abstract 
and concrete diction is to understand that many abstract words are examples 
of what is known as Latinate diction. This term describes words in English 
that derive from Latin roots, words with such endings as –tion, –ive, –ity, –ate, 
and –ent. (Such words are designated by an L in the etymological section 
of dictionary definitions.) Taken to an extreme, Latinate diction can leave 
your meaning vague and your readers confused. This is not because there is 
something dubious about words that come into English from Latin. A large 
percentage of English words have Latin or Greek roots, words like pentagon 
(Greek for five sides), anarchy (Latin for without order), and automobile (Latin 
for self-moving).

The problem with Latinate diction lies in the way it is sometimes  
used. Latin endings such as –tion make it too easy for writers to construct 
sentences made up of a high percentage of vague nouns, as in the following 
example:

The examination of different perspectives on the representations of socio-
political anarchy in media coverage of revolutions can be revelatory of the 
invisible biases that afflict television news.

This sentence actually makes sense, but the demands it makes on readers will 
surely drive off most of them before they have gotten through it. Reducing the 
amount of Latinate diction can make it more readable:

Because we tend to believe what we see, the political biases that afflict 
television news coverage of revolutions are largely invisible. We can begin 
to see these biases when we focus on how the medium reports events, 
studying the kinds of footage used, for example, or finding facts from 
other sources that the news has left out.

Although the preceding revision retains a lot of Latinate words, it provides  
a ballast of concrete, sensory details that allows readers to follow the idea.  
It’s fine to use Latinate diction; just don’t make it the sole staple of your  
verbal diet.

Copyright 2015 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).

Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



 “Right” and “Wrong” Words: Shades of Meaning  293

Etymology: Finding a Word’s Physical History 
In choosing the right shade of meaning, you will get a sharper sense for the 
word by knowing its etymological history—the word or words from which it 
evolved. In the preceding example, aggressive derives from the Latin aggres-
sus, meaning “to go to or approach”; and aggressus is itself a combination of 
ad, a prefix expressing motion, and gradus, meaning “a step.” An aggressive 
person, then, is “coming at you.” Assertive, on the other hand, comes from the 
Latin asserere, combining ad, meaning “to or toward,” with serere, meaning 
“join or bind together.” An assertive person is “coming to build or put things 
together”—certainly not to threaten.

The best dictionary for pursuing word histories, by the way, is the Oxford 
English Dictionary, which commonly goes by its initials, OED. Available in every 
library reference collection and usually online at colleges and universities as 
well, it provides examples of how words have been used over time.

Try ThiS 10.9: Tracing Word histories
Look up one of the following pairs of words in the OED (Oxford English Dictionary). 
Write down the etymology of each word in the pair, and then, in a paragraph 
for each, summarize the words’ linguistic histories—how their meanings have 
evolved across time. (The OED’s examples of how the word has been used over 
time will be helpful here.)

ordinal/ordinary
explicate/implicate
tenacious/stubborn
induce/conducive
enthusiasm/ecstasy
adhere/inhere
monarchy/oligarchy
overt/covert

“Right” and “Wrong” Words: Shades of Meaning 
The nineteenth-century English statesman Benjamin Disraeli once differen-
tiated between misfortune and calamity by using these words in a sentence 
describing his political rival William Gladstone: “If Mr. Gladstone fell into the 
Thames, it would be a misfortune; but if someone dragged him out, it would 
be a calamity.” Misfortune and calamity might mean the same thing to some 
people, but in fact the two words allow a careful writer to discriminate fine 
shades of meaning.

One of the best ways to pay attention to words as words is to practice 
making subtle distinctions among related words. The “right” word contrib-
utes accuracy and precision to your meaning. The “wrong” word, it follows, 
is inaccurate or imprecise. The most reliable guide to choosing the right word 
and avoiding the wrong word is a dictionary that includes not only concise 
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definitions but also the origin of words (their etymology). A dicey alternative 
is a thesaurus (a dictionary of synonyms, now included in most word pro-
cessing software). A thesaurus can offer you a host of choices, but you run 
a fairly high risk of choosing an inappropriate word because the thesaurus 
lists words as synonyms that really have different shades of meaning and 
connotation.

Many of the most common diction errors happen because the writer has 
not learned the difference between similar terms that actually have differ-
ent meanings. A common error of this kind is use of the word “notorious” 
when what the writer means to say is “famous.” A notorious figure is widely 
but unfavorably known, whereas a famous person is usually recognized for 
accomplishments that are praiseworthy. Referring to a famous person as 
notorious—a rather comic error—could be an embarrassing mistake.

A slightly less severe version of getting the wrong word occurs when a 
writer uses a word with a shade of meaning that is inappropriate or inaccurate 
in a particular context. Take, for example, the words assertive and aggressive. 
Often used interchangeably, they don’t really mean the same thing—and the 
difference matters. Loosely defined, both terms mean forceful. But assertive 
suggests being bold and self-confident, whereas aggressive suggests being 
eager to attack. In most cases, you compliment the person you call assertive 
but raise doubts about the person you call aggressive. 

One particularly charged context in which shades of meaning matter 
involves the potentially sexist implications of using one term for women and 
another for men. If, for example, in describing a woman and a man up for 
the same job, the employer were to refer to the woman as aggressive but the 
man as assertive, his diction would deservedly be considered sexist. It would 
reveal that what is perceived as poised and a sign of leadership potential in 
a man is construed as unseemly belligerence in a woman. The sexism enters 
when word choice suggests that what is assertive in a man is aggressive in 
a woman.

Tone 
Tone is the implied attitude of a piece of language toward its subject and audi-
ence. Whenever you revise for style, your choices in syntax and diction affect 
the tone. There are no hard-and-fast rules to govern matters of tone, and your 
control of it depends on your sensitivity to the particular context—your under-
standing of your own intentions and your readers’ expectations.

Let’s consider, for example, the tonal implications of the warning signs in 
the subways of London as compared with New York.

London: Leaning out of the window may cause harm.
New York: Do not lean out of the window.

Initially, you may find the English injunction laughably indirect and verbose in 
comparison with the shoot-from-the-hip clarity of the American sign. But that 

Copyright 2015 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).

Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



 “Right” and “Wrong” Words: Shades of Meaning  295

is to ignore the very thing we are calling style. The American version appeals to 
authority, commanding readers what not to do without telling them why. The 
English version, by contrast, appeals to logic; it is more collegial toward its readers 
and assumes they are rational beings rather than children prone to misbehave.

In revising for tone, you need to ask yourself if the attitude suggested by 
your language is appropriate to the aim of your message and to your audi-
ence. Your goal is to keep the tone consistent with your rhetorical intentions. 
The following paragraph, from a college catalogue, offers a classic mismatch 
between the overtly stated aim and the tonal implications:

The student affairs staff believes that the college years provide a growth 
and development process for students. Students need to learn about 
themselves and others and to learn how to relate to individuals and 
groups of individuals with vastly different backgrounds, interests, atti-
tudes and values. Not only is the tolerance of differences expected, but 
also an appreciation and a celebration of these differences must be 
an outcome of the student’s experience. In addition, the student must 
progress toward self-reliance and independence tempered by a concern 
for the social order.

The explicit content of this passage—what it says—concerns tolerance. The 
professed point of view is student-friendly, asserting that the college exists to 
allow students “to learn about themselves and others” and to support the indi-
vidual in accord with the “appreciation… of… differences.” But note that the 
implicit tone—how the passage goes about saying what it says—is condescend-
ing and intolerant. Look at the verbs. An imperious authority lectures students 
about what they “need to learn,” that tolerance is “expected,” that “celebration… 
must be an outcome,” and that “the student must progress” along these lines. 
Presumably, the paragraph does not intend to adopt this high-handed manner, 
but its deafness to tone subverts its desired meaning.

Try ThiS 10.10: Analyze Tone-Deaf Prose
Using the example from the college catalogue as a model, locate and bring to 
class examples of tonal inconsistency or inappropriateness that you encoun-
ter in your daily life. If you have difficulty finding examples, try memos from 
those in authority at your school or workplace, which often contain excruci-
ating examples of officialese. Type one of your passages, and underneath it 
compose a paragraph of analysis in which you single out particular words and 
phrases and explain how the tone is inappropriate. Then, rewrite the passage 
to remedy the problem.

Try ThiS 10.11: Analyze Effective Tone
Find an example of tone that you think is just about perfect for the message 
and audience. Type it, and underneath discuss why it succeeds. Be as specific 
as you can about how the passage functions stylistically. Talk about particular 
phrasings and the match between what is being said and how it is said. Factor 
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into your discussion the relationship between levels of style in the example 
and its presumed audience.

The Politics of Language 
Style has political and ethical implications. A little over a half century ago, in his 
famous essay “Politics and the English Language,” George Orwell warns of the 
“invasion of one’s mind by ready-made phrases… [which] can only be prevented if 
one is constantly on guard against them.” The worst modern writing, he declares, 
“consists in gumming together long strips of words which have already been set 
in order by someone else, making the results presentable by sheer humbug.” It 
was Orwell who characterized what has come to be called the “Official Style” in 
terms of euphemism—calling a spade a certain garden implement. Orwell was 
also concerned with the substitution of abstract for concrete language for the 
purpose of what he called “the defense of the indefensible.” His example was 
referring to attacks on a country’s people as relocation of unreliable elements. 

Insofar as style is an expression of the writer’s self, Orwell implies, (1) we 
are under attack from broad cultural clichés and sentimental nostrums that 
do our thinking for us, and (2) it is thus a matter of personal integrity and civic 
responsibility to ask ourselves a series of questions about the sentences that 
we write. As Orwell says, What am I trying to say? What words will express it? 
What image or idiom will make it clearer? Is this image fresh enough to have an 
effect? Could I put it more shortly? Have I said anything that is avoidably ugly?

Words matter. They matter in how we name things, in how we phrase 
meanings—and also in how we are shaped by the words we read and hear 
in the media. Words don’t simply reflect a neutral world that is out there 
in some objective way that offers self-evident meanings we can universally 
agree upon. Words don’t reflect—they constitute; they call the world into 
being. They call us into being when we write them.

In a previous example we noted, for example, that the decision to call a 
woman “aggressive” as opposed to “assertive” matters. There are examples 
all around you of language creating rather than merely reflecting reality. Start 
looking for these on the front page of your newspaper, in political speeches, in 
advertising, even in everyday conversation. Does it matter, for instance, that 
there are no equivalents to the words “spinster” or “whore” for men? Does it 
change things to refer to a bombing mission as a “containment effort” or, by 
way of contrast, to call an enthusiastic person “a fanatic”? 

Ethos, Audience, and Levels of Style 
Style can be thought of as occupying various levels depending on whether it 
is formal or informal, personal or impersonal, though most styles blend these 
extremes. It is best to think of levels of style in terms of ethos, the character of 
the speaker that your style creates, and the kind of relationship with and atti-
tude toward your audience that your style suggests. Some rhetoricians classify 
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levels of style in terms of a writer positioning himself or herself above, below, or 
at the same level as the reader. When analyzing a writer’s style, try looking for 
sentences that reveal the writer’s rhetorical choices—those that reveal the kind 
of relationship he or she wishes to establish with readers in order to engage 
their support: expert and authoritative (above), companionable (at the same 
level as readers—at least some of the time), or below (aware that readers may 
have some advantage in terms of knowledge or attitude).

Transparent vs. Opaque Styles: Knowing When to Be Visible 
In his insightful book on style, Analyzing Prose, Richard Lanham speaks of two 
kinds of style—transparent and opaque. Usually, “opaque” is a negative word 
for describing a writer’s style, suggesting that it is unduly dense and hard to 
understand, something through which light cannot pass. Lanham, however, 
uses the word in a different sense. He observes that some styles try to come off 
as transparent, by which he means that the style does its best not to be noticed. 
Opaque styles, on the other hand, like opaque rather than transparent surfaces, 
call attention to themselves. They are meant to be seen. Opaque styles, unlike 
transparent ones, do not create the illusion that the writer has disappeared 
into the fabric of his or her prose. Instead, opaque styles make the writer and 
his or her stylistic choices visible and relatively prominent. Style is an explicit 
component of whatever it is the writer has come to say.

These terms are especially useful for understanding how a writer is 
meant to position himself or herself in the style prescriptions of different 
academic disciplines. Nowhere are misunderstandings across the disciplines 
more pronounced. Writers in the humanities and in some social sciences are 
allowed, in fact even expected, to be present in their prose. Readers are meant 
to know that a human being is writing to them. In the natural and some of 
the social sciences, writers are expected to pull the strings but remain more 
or less invisible. In these disciplines, style is not meant to call attention to 
itself—though for outsiders the style of science writing is anything but trans-
parent. When a science writer criticizes the writing of a student from the 
humanities as “flowery” (decorative), he or she is saying that the student’s 
style is calling too much attention to itself. It is opaque. 

The Person Question: When and When Not to Use “I” 
The matter of transparent vs. opaque styles is especially evident in a writer’s 
choice of writing in first rather than third person. Most analytical prose is more 
precise and straightforward for the reader in the third person. When you cut “I 
am convinced that” or “In my opinion” from the beginning of a claim, what you 
lose in personal conviction you gain in concision and directness by keeping the 
focus on the main idea in a main clause. Most academic analysis focuses on 
the subject matter rather than on you as you respond to it. If you use the third 
person, you keep the attention where it belongs.
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First person: I believe Heraclitus is an underrated philosopher.
Third person: Heraclitus is an underrated philosopher.

Although using the first-person “I” can throw the emphasis on the wrong 
place in a sentence, you might consider using the first person in the drafting 
stage if you are having trouble bringing your own point of view to the fore-
front. In this situation, the “I” becomes a strategy for loosening up and saying 
what you really think about a subject rather than adopting conventional and 
faceless positions. 

The argument for using the first and second person (“you”) is that “I” and 
“you” are personal and engage readers. Finding opportunities to do some kind 
of personal writing is important because it can help inexperienced writers to 
find the voice and kind of engagement they need in order to energize whatever 
kind of writing they are asked to do. And, contrary to the general rule, some 
professors actually prefer the first-person pronoun in particular contexts, as 
noted in the following Voices from Across the Curriculum. As a general rule, 
however, in the formal products of most academic writing, especially in the 
sciences and social sciences, you should avoid personal pronouns.

It is not necessarily the case that the third person is therefore impersonal. 
Just as film directors put their stamps on films by the way they organize the 
images, move among camera viewpoints, and orchestrate the sound tracks, 
so writers, even when writing in the third person, have a wide variety of 
resources at their disposal for making the writing more personal and acces-
sible for their audiences. 

Proceed with caution with the second person, direct address. Using “you” 
is a fairly assertive gesture. Readers could easily be annoyed, for example, 
by a paper about advertising that states, “When you read about a sale at the 
mall, you know it’s hard to resist.” Most readers resent a writer airily making 
assumptions about them or telling them what to do. Some rhetorical situa-
tions, however, call for the use of “you.” Textbooks, for example, use “you” 
frequently because it creates a more direct relationship between authors and 
readers. Yet, even in appropriate situations, directly addressing readers as 
“you” may alienate them by ascribing to them attitudes and needs they may 
not have.

VOICES FROM ACROSS THE CURRICULUM

Using the First-Person “I”: Two Professors Speak
The biggest stylistic problem is that students tend to be too personal or colloquial 
in their writing, using phrases such as the following: “Scientists all agree,” “I find it 
amazing that,” “The thing that I find most interesting.” Students are urged to present 
data and existing information in their own words, but in an objective way. My 
preference in writing is to use the active voice in the past tense. I feel this is the most 
direct and least wordy approach: “I asked this,” “I found out that,” “These data show.”

—RICHaRd NIeSeNbauM, PRoFeSSoR oF bIoLoGy
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avoid phrases like “The author believes (or will discuss).” except in the paper’s abstract, 
“I believe (or will discuss)” is okay, and often best.

—aLaN TJeLTveIT, PRoFeSSoR oF PSyCHoLoGy

In the following Voice from Across the Curriculum, biochemistry profes-
sor Keri Colabroy shares the basic style guidelines that she provides to her 
science majors.

VOICES FROM ACROSS THE CURRICULUM

Sentence Style in Science Writing: A Biochemistry Professor Speaks
The voice, ethos, and tone of science writing is typically quite muted. active verbs 
appear, but the style goes out of its way to not call attention to itself, and especially 
not to the writer. This muted quality is, in fact, true of most academic writing, but it is 
markedly so in the sciences.

Subjects (the “actor” is absent)
 j Passive voice

Correct : The gel was run.  (Not : I ran the gel.)

Better : The protein migrated at a molecular weight of . . . (data first, not procedure)

 j Pronouns—it’s safer to avoid them

Verbs (qualify, qualify, qualify…)

 j do: demonstrate, indicate, suggest, construct, deliver, observe

 j don’t: show, prove, make

Sentences

 j don’t say in two sentences what you can say with one (embedding).

 j Subordinate and coordinate.

Words

 j data are plural.

 j When making observations, use academic, not conversational, language.

 j Choose words for precision and tone (qualify your verbs, not your adjectives).

—KeRI CoLabRoy, PRoFeSSoR oF bIoCHeMISTRy

Formal vs. Colloquial Styles 
Imagine that you call your friend on the phone, and a voice you don’t recognize 
answers. You ask to speak with your friend, and the voice responds, “With 
whom have I the pleasure of speaking?” By contrast, what if the voice instead 
responds, “Who’s this?” What information do these two versions of the ques-
tion convey, beyond the obvious request for your name?

The first response—“With whom have I the pleasure of speaking?”—tells 
you that the speaker is formal and polite. He is also probably fastidiously 
well educated: he not only knows the difference between “who” and “whom” 
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but also obeys the etiquette that outlaws ending a sentence with a preposi-
tion (“Whom have I the pleasure of speaking with?”). The very formality of 
the utterance, however, might lead you to label the speaker pretentious. His 
assumption that conversing with you is a “pleasure” suggests empty flattery. 

On the other hand, the second version—“Who’s this?”—while also gram-
matically correct, is less formal. It is more direct and also terse to a fault; the 
speaker does not seem particularly interested in treating you politely.

The two hypothetical responses represent two different levels of style. 
Formal English obeys the basic conventions of standard written prose, and most 
academic writing is fairly formal. An informal style—one that is more conver-
sational—can have severe limitations in an academic setting. The syntax and 
vocabulary of written prose aren’t the same as those of speech, and so attempts 
to import the language of speech into academic writing can result in your com-
municating less meaning with less precision. Let’s look at one brief example:

Internecine quarrels within the corporation destroyed morale and sent 
the value of the stock plummeting.

The phrase “internecine quarrels” may strike some readers as a pretentious 
display of formal language, but consider how difficult it is to communicate 
this concept economically in more colloquial (talk-like, conversational) terms. 
“Fights that go on between people related to each other” is awkward; “brother 
against brother” is sexist and a cliché; and “mutually destructive disputes” is 
acceptable but long-winded and less precise.

It is arguably a part of our national culture to value the simple and the 
direct as more genuine and democratic than the sophisticated, which is 
supposedly more aristocratic and pretentious. This “plain-speaking” style, 
however, can hinder your ability to develop and communicate your ideas. In 
the case of internecine, the more formal diction choice actually communicates 
more, and more effectively, than the less formal equivalents.

The Problem of Inflated Diction 
The flip side of overly colloquial (informal and conversational) word choice is 
the problem of writers choosing words that are several steps further up the 
abstraction scale than they need to be, such as using the phrase “linguistic 
option” when you mean “word choice.” Inflated diction usually results from 
one of two related causes. The first of these comes from the laudable goal of 
college students trying to acclimate to all of the new vocabulary they need 
to learn in order to speak the languages of the various academic disciplines. 
Academic disciplines are discourse communities—groups of people connected 
by a shared way of speaking. While trying to learn these new language sets, 
students understandably have trouble knowing when to choose a familiar 
word and when to reach for a more rarified term. Probably it is better to make 
some mistakes trying to gain control of the new vocabularies than to not try 
them at all.
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The other cause of inflated diction is insecurity, which causes the writer 
to cloak ideas in words larger and more abstract than called for by the writing 
situation in order to assuage their fear of sounding stupid. This is under-
standable, but also avoidable. When in doubt, choose the more familiar and 
less polysyllabic word except in cases where a specialized vocabulary or an 
unusually high level of formality are called for. 

Jargon: When to Use Insider Language 
Many people assume that all jargon—the specialized vocabulary of a particu-
lar group—is bad: pretentious language designed to make most readers feel 
inferior. Many writing textbooks attack jargon in similar terms, calling it either 
polysyllabic balderdash or a specialized, gatekeeping language designed by an 
in-group to keep others out.

Yet, in many academic contexts, jargon is downright essential. It is con-
ceptual shorthand, a technical vocabulary that allows the members of a group 
(or a discipline) to converse with one another more clearly and efficiently. 
Certain words that may seem odd to outsiders in fact function as connective 
tissue for a way of thought shared by insiders.

The following sentence, for example, although full of botanical jargon, is 
also admirably cogent:

In angiosperm reproduction, if the number of pollen grains deposited 
on the stigma exceeds the number of ovules in the ovary, then pollen 
tubes may compete for access to ovules, which results in fertilization by 
the fastest growing pollen tubes.

We would label this use of jargon acceptable because it is written, clearly, by 
insiders for fellow insiders. It might not be acceptable language for an article 
intended for readers who are not botanists, or at least not scientists.

The problem with jargon comes when this insiders’ language is directed 
at outsiders as well. The language of contracts offers a prime example of such 
jargon at work:

The Author hereby indemnifies and agrees to hold the Publisher, its 
licensees, and any seller of the Work harmless from any liability, dam-
age, cost, and expense, including reasonable attorney’s fees and costs 
of settlement, for or in connection with any claim, action, or proceeding 
inconsistent with the Author’s warranties or representations herein, or 
based upon or arising out of any contribution of the Author to the Work.

Run for the lawyer! What does it mean to “hold the Publisher . . . harmless”? To 
what do “the Author’s warranties or representations” refer? What exactly is the 
author being asked to do here—release the publisher from all possible lawsuits 
that the author might bring? A lawyer might reasonably argue that contract 
language, designed to communicate clearly and concisely to other lawyers, 
is not meant to be understood by the layperson. Such documents are written 
by lawyers for other lawyers—although non-lawyers are asked to sign them. 
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At what point do insiders need to aim at language that the outsiders affected 
by it might understand? A lawyer’s translation for the layperson would not, 
necessarily, mean the same thing as the language of the contract, but it is the 
language of the contract by which the layperson will be bound. 

As the botanical and legal examples suggest, the line between accept-
able and obfuscating jargon is complicated. Because most academic writing 
is addressed to insiders, students studying a particular area need to learn its 
jargon. By demonstrating that you can “talk the talk,” you will validate your 
authority to pronounce an opinion on matters in the discipline. But it is also 
important for writers to recognize when insider-language needs to be defined 
or replaced with more generally known terms.

Style Analysis: A Summary of Things to Look For 
This chapter has presented terms and techniques for experimenting with sen-
tence styles and word choice. Equipped with these, you might profitably begin to 
read and listen for style more self-consciously. Find models. When a style appeals 
to you, figure out what makes it work. Copy sentences you like. Try imitating them. 

Most people simply don’t pay attention to words. They use words as if 
their sounds were inaudible, their shapes were invisible, and their meanings 
were single and self-evident. One goal of this chapter is to interest you in 
words themselves—as things with particular qualities, complex histories, and 
varied shades of meaning.

Start your practice by finding a piece of writing that you think is inter-
esting for style. Or you could find two pieces to analyze so that you can use 
comparison and contrast to help you notice things. Mark up your chosen  
passages. Put a single line under sentence subjects and two lines under the 
verb in independent clauses. Start by finding the main clause or clauses in 
each sentence. Then circle all of the conjunctions—coordinating, conjunctive, 
correlative, subordinating, relative. You might want to use different colors in 
order to better see the balance of coordinate to subordinate structures in the 
piece. Also circle all of the commas and dashes and semicolons and colons. 

Your goal is to be able to see the shapes of sentences: where the main 
clauses are in each sentence, how often a clause is interrupted or predication 
is in some way delayed, where modifying information has been added onto 
the main clause or clauses and in what form. Are the sentences primarily 
compound or complex?

How does the writer like to start his or her sentences? How do they typi-
cally end? Does the writer use a mostly periodic or a cumulative style or some 
combination of the two? Is there a lot of parallelism in the piece? Where is 
this most noticeable? Does the writer tend toward short or long sentences and 
clauses? How much variety of sentence types do you find? Where do short 
sentences occur? Why might the writer have used short sentences where he 
or she did?
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Try to find the writer’s “go-to” sentence shapes—the ones he or she 
seems fond of. When you have done all of this observation, try to explain 
why, given the subject matter, the writer might have been attracted to cer-
tain kinds of sentence shapes. What, in other words, seems to you to be the 
relation between form and content—what the sentences say and how they go 
about saying it? 

Assignments: Style: Choosing Words, Shaping 
Sentences

1. Compare the Style of Two Writers. Analyze the style—the syntax and 
also the diction—of two writers doing a similar kind of writing; for exam-
ple, two sportswriters, two rock music reviewers, or two presidents. 
Study first the similarities. What style characteristics does this type of 
writing seem to invite? Then study the differences. How is one writer 
recognizable through his or her style? The American Rhetoric website is 
a wonderful place to go hunting.

2. Analyze your Own Style. Assemble some pieces you have written, pref-
erably of a similar type, and study them for style. Do you have some 
favorite stylistic moves? What sentence shapes (simple, compound, 
complex, highly parallel, periodic, or cumulative) dominate in your writ-
ing? What verbs? Do you use forms of “to be” a lot? What is the balance 
of abstract to concrete words?

3. Find Go-To Sentences. Whether we recognize it or not, most of us have 
a “go-to” sentence—the sentence shape we repeatedly go to as we write 
and talk. If a person’s “go-to” sentence takes the form “Although ______, 
the fact is that _____,” we might see that person as inclined to qualify 
his or her thoughts (“Although”) and disinclined to immediately impose 
his or her ideas on others (“the fact that” comes in the second half of the 
sentence, where it gets a lot of emphasis but is also delayed and quali-
fied by the sentence’s opening observation).

First, select one sentence in something you’ve been reading that you 
think is typical of that writer’s way of putting sentences together. Describe 
that sentence shape and speculate about what it accomplishes and how it 
reveals the writer’s characteristic mode of thinking in some way.

Then, find a “go-to” sentence of your own in something that you’ve 
written. What does this structure reveal to you about how you think? 
Look for repeated conjunctions or subordinators, such as “x; however, y” 
or “although x, nevertheless, y,” or “not only x, but also y.”

4. Analyze the Gettysburg Address. For many people, Lincoln’s Gettysburg 
Address is one of the best examples of the careful matching of style to 
situation. Delivered after a long talk by a previous speaker at the dedica-
tion of a Civil War battlefield on a rainy day, the speech composed by 
Abraham Lincoln (some say on the back of an envelope) is a masterpiece 
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of style. Analyze its sentence structure, such as its use of parallelism, 
antithesis, and other kinds of repetition. Which features of Lincoln’s 
style seem most important in creating the overall effect of the piece? Or 
do this with any popular journalist you read regularly and who you think 
has an especially effective style. Or look for another inspirational speech 
and see if such occasional writing has anything in common. (You can 
download and print the Gettysburg Address from many sites on the web.)

5. Do a Full-fledged Stylistic revision of a Paper. As you revise, try to 
accomplish each of the following:

a. Sharpen the diction.

b. Blend concrete and abstract diction.

c. Experiment with the order of and relation among subordinate and 
coordinate clauses. Locate things that you wish to emphasize at the 
end of sentences.

d. Choose more knowingly between active and passive voice.

e. Cut the fat, especially by eliminating unnecessary “to be” constructions.

f. Vary sentence length and shape.

g. Use parallelism.

h. Experiment with periodic and cumulative sentences.

i. Fine-tune the tone.
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CHAPTER 11 
Nine Basic Writing Errors (BWEs)  
and How to Fix Them

Overview  The chapter shows writers how to recognize and correct the nine 
basic writing errors most likely to disrupt reader understanding. The chap-
ter also includes discussion of the difference between grammatical errors 
and matters of usage. The chapter argues that, in many cases, errors are not 
just the product of carelessness but of the writer’s ways of thinking about 
sentences. Until writers can uncover the logic of some of the errors they 
regularly make, they have a hard time fixing these errors or even finding 
them in their drafts.

The Concept of Basic Writing Errors (BWEs)
Error correction can be overwhelming. You get a paper back, and it’s a sea of 
red ink. Fortunately, if you look more closely, you’ll often find that you haven’t 
made hundreds of mistakes—you’ve made only a few, but over and over in 
various forms. This phenomenon is what the rhetorician Mina Shaughnessy 
addressed in a book called Errors & Expectations by creating the category she 
called “basic writing errors,” or BWEs. Shaughnessy argues that, in order to 
improve your writing for style and correctness, you need to do two things:

 j Look for a pattern of error, which will require you to understand your 
own logic in the mistakes you typically make.

 j Recognize that not all errors are created equal, which means that you 
need to address errors in some order of importance—beginning with those 
most likely to interfere with your readers’ understanding.

This chapter reflects Shaughnessy’s view. It does not cover all of the 
rules of grammar, punctuation, diction, and usage—such as where to place 
the comma or period when you close a quotation or whether or not to write 
out numerals. Instead, it emphasizes the errors that are potentially the most 
damaging to the clarity of your writing and to your credibility with readers. 
We have arranged the error types in a hierarchy, moving in descending order 
of severity (from most to least problematic).
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As in our discussion of style in Chapter 10, the key premises of this 
chapter are that a sentence is made up of moveable parts and that sentences 
disclose the relationships among those parts. Keep these premises in mind, 
and you will see what the errors have in common.

Nine Basic Writing Errors
For each basic writing error listed below, the chapter offers a definition with 
examples and then talks you through how to fix it—with a “Test Yourself” sec-
tion to help you apply what you have learned. At the end of the chapter, a brief 
Glossary of Grammatical Terms defines and illustrates many of the key terms 
used in this chapter and the previous one (on style). Use the Glossary to look 
up any terms mentioned in our explanations that you don’t understand, such 
as independent clause, subordinating conjunction, participle, etc. For more 
comprehensive explanation of such terms as these, in the context of sentence 
types, see Chapter 10. There is also an appendix that provides solutions to the 
chapter’s various “Test Yourself” exercises. 

 j Sentence fragments

 j Comma splices and fused (run-on) sentences

 j Errors in subject–verb agreement

 j Shifts in sentence structure (faulty predication)

 j Errors in pronoun reference

 j Misplaced modifiers and dangling participles

 j Errors in using possessive apostrophes

 j Comma errors

 j Spelling/diction errors that interfere with meaning

Some Advice on Proofreading

 j Have a separate proofreading phase at the end of your composing 
process in which you attend only to grammar and punctuation.

 j Look at each sentence as a discrete unit. If you have trouble doing 
this—if you get caught up in the flow of your thinking—try proof-
reading the paper backward. Start with the last sentence, then the 
next-to-last, and move all the way from back to front.

 j Circle each punctuation mark, and ask yourself why it is there. In 
this way, you will be more likely to find commas where there should 
be periods.

 j Read your paper out loud with a pencil in hand. Writers are much more 
likely to notice errors when they hear them. (Many of the BWEs typically 
make sentences difficult to follow and difficult to read out loud.)
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BWE 1: Sentence Fragments
The most basic of writing errors, a sentence fragment, is a group of words 
punctuated like a complete sentence but lacking the necessary structure: it is 
only part of a sentence. Typically, a sentence fragment occurs when the group 
of words in question (1) lacks a subject, (2) lacks a predicate, or (3) is a subordi-
nate (or dependent) clause.

To fix a sentence fragment, either turn it into an independent clause by 
providing whatever is missing—a subject or a predicate—or attach it to an 
independent clause on which it can depend.

Noun Clause (No Predicate) as a Fragment

A world where imagination takes over and sorrow is left behind.

This fragment is not a sentence but rather a noun clause—a sentence 
subject with no predicate. The fragment lacks a verb that would assert some-
thing about the subject. (The verbs takes over and is left are in a dependent 
clause created by the subordinating conjunction where.)

Corrections

A world arose where imagination takes over and sorrow is left behind. 
[new verb matched to “a world”]

She entered a world where imagination takes over and sorrow is left 
behind. [new subject and verb added]

The first correction adds a new verb (“arose”). The second introduces a 
new subject and verb, converting the fragment into the direct object of “she 
entered.”

Verbal as a Fragment

Falling into debt for the fourth consecutive year.

“Falling” in the preceding fragment is not a verb. Depending on the 
correction, “falling” is either a verbal or part of a verb phrase.

Corrections

The company was falling into debt for the fourth consecutive year.  
[subject and helping verb added]

Falling into debt for the fourth consecutive year led the company  
to consider relocating. [new predicate added]

Falling into debt for the fourth consecutive year, the company  
considered relocating. [new subject and verb added]

In the first correction, the addition of a subject and the helping verb “was” 
converts the fragment into a sentence. The second correction turns the frag-
ment into a gerund phrase functioning as the subject of a new sentence. The 
third correction converts the fragment into a participial phrase attached to a 
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new independent clause. (See the section entitled Glossary of Grammatical 
Terms and look under “verbal” for definitions of “gerund” and “participle.”)

Subordinate Clause as a Fragment

I had an appointment for 11:00 and was still waiting at 11:30. Although I 
did get to see the dean before lunch.

“Although” is a subordinating conjunction that calls for some kind of 
completion. Like “if,” “when,” “because,” “whereas,” and other subordinat-
ing conjunctions (see the Glossary of Grammatical Terms), “although” always 
makes the clause that it introduces dependent.

Correction

I had an appointment for 11:00 and was still waiting at 11:30, although I did 
get to see the dean before lunch. [fragment attached to preceding sentence]

As the correction demonstrates, the remedy lies in attaching the frag-
ment to an independent clause on which it can depend (or, alternatively, 
making the fragment into a sentence by dropping the conjunction).

Sometimes writers use sentence fragments deliberately, usually for 
rhythm and emphasis or to create a conversational tone. In less formal con-
texts, they are generally permissible, but you run the risk that the fragment 
will not be perceived as intentional. In formal writing assignments, it is safer 
to avoid intentional fragments.

Test Yourself 11.1: Fragments

There are fragments in each of the following three examples, probably the result of 
their proximity to legitimate sentences. What’s the problem in each case, and how 
would you fix it?

1. Like many other anthropologists, Margaret Mead studied non-Western cultures in such 
works as Coming of Age in Samoa. And influenced theories of childhood development 
in America.

2. The catastrophe resulted from an engineering flaw. Because the bridge lacked sufficient 
support.

3. In the 1840s the potato famine decimated Ireland. It being a country with poor soil 
and antiquated methods of agriculture.

Using Dashes and Colons to Correct Fragments
Beyond what the punctuation guide in Chapter 10 has offered, the particular 
virtues of the dash and colon as ways to correct sentence fragments deserve 
brief mention. One way to correct a fragment is to replace the period with 
a dash: “The campaign required commitment. Not just money.” becomes 
“The campaign required commitment—not just money.” The dash offers 
you one way of attaching a phrase or dependent clause to a sentence with-
out having to construct another independent clause. In short, it’s succinct. 
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(Compare the correction that uses the dash with another possible cor-
rection: “The campaign required commitment. It also required money.”) 
Moreover, with the air of sudden interruption that the dash conveys, it 
can capture the informality and immediacy that the intentional fragment 
offers a writer.

You should be wary of overusing the dash as the slightly more present-
able cousin of the intentional fragment. The energy it carries can clash with 
the decorum of formal writing contexts; for some readers, its staccato effect 
quickly becomes too much of a good thing.

One alternative to this usage of the dash is the colon. It can substitute 
because it also can be followed by a phrase, a list, or a clause. It must be pre-
ceded by an independent clause. And like the dash, it carries dramatic force 
because it abruptly halts the flow of the sentence.

The colon, however, does not convey informality. In place of a slapdash 
effect, it trains a light on what is to follow it. Hence, as in this sentence you 
are reading, it is especially appropriate for setting up certain kinds of informa-
tion: explanations, lists, or results. In the case of results, the cause or action 
precedes the colon; the effect or reaction follows it.

BWE 2: Comma Splices and Fused  
(or Run-On) Sentences
A comma splice consists of two independent clauses connected (“spliced”) 
with a comma; a fused (or run-on) sentence combines two such clauses with 
no conjunction or punctuation. The solutions for both comma splices and fused 
sentences are the same.

1. Place a conjunction (such as “and” or “because”) between the clauses.

2. Place a semicolon between the clauses.

3. Make the clauses into separate sentences.

All of these solutions solve the same logical problem: they clarify the 
boundaries of the independent clauses for your readers.

Comma Splice

He disliked discipline, he avoided anything demanding.

Correction

Because he disliked discipline, he avoided anything demanding.  
[subordinating conjunction added]

Comma Splice

Today most TV programs are violent, almost every program is about cops 
and detectives.
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Correction

Today most TV programs are violent; almost every program is about cops 
and detectives. [semicolon replaces comma]

Because the two independent clauses in the first example contain ideas 
that are closely connected logically, the most effective of the three comma-
splice solutions is to add a subordinating conjunction (”because”) to the first 
of the two clauses, making it depend on the second. For the same reason—
close conceptual connection—the best solution for the next comma splice is 
to substitute a semicolon for the comma. The semicolon signals that the two 
independent clauses are closely linked in meaning. In general, you can use a 
semicolon where you could also use a period.

Cures for the Perpetual Comma Splicer
The comma splice is remarkably common, even among fairly sophisticated 
writers. It indicates two things: (1) the writer is not distinguishing between inde-
pendent and dependent clauses and (2) he or she is operating on the so-called 
“pause theory” of punctuation. All of the clauses in our two preceding examples 
are independent. As written, each of these should be punctuated not with a 
comma but rather with a period or a semicolon. Instead, the perpetual comma 
splicer, as usual, acts on the “pause theory”: because the ideas in the independent 
clauses are closely connected, the writer hesitates to separate them with a period. 
And so the writer inserts what he or she takes to be a shorter pause—the comma.

But a comma is not a “breath” mark; it provides readers with specific 
grammatical information, in each of these cases mistakenly suggesting there 
is only one independent clause separated by the comma from modifying 
information. In the corrections, by contrast, the semicolon sends the appro-
priate signal to the reader: the message that it is joining two associated but 
independent statements. Adding a coordinating conjunction such as “and” 
would also be grammatically correct, though possibly awkward. (See the dis-
cussion of independent clauses and comma rules in Chapter 10.)

Fused Sentence

The Indo-European language family includes many groups most  
languages in Europe belong to it.

Correction

The Indo-European language family includes many groups. Most  
languages in Europe belong to it. [period inserted after first independent 
clause]

You could also fix this fused sentence with a comma plus the coordinat-
ing conjunction “and.” Alternatively, you might condense the whole into a 
single independent clause.

Most languages in Europe belong to the Indo-European language family.

Copyright 2015 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).

Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



 BWE 2: Comma Splices and Fused (or Run-On) Sentences  311

Comma Splices with Conjunctive Adverbs

Quantitative methods of data collection show broad trends, however, 
they ignore specific cases.

Sociobiology poses a threat to traditional ethics, for example, it asserts that 
human behavior is genetically motivated by the “selfish gene” to perpetuate itself.

Corrections

Quantitative methods of data collection show broad trends; however, 
they ignore specific cases. [semicolon replaces comma before “however”]

Sociobiology poses a threat to traditional ethics; for example, it asserts 
that human behavior is genetically motivated by the “selfish gene” to 
perpetuate itself. [semicolon replaces comma before “for example”]

Both of these examples contain one of the most common forms of 
comma splices. Both of them are compound sentences, that is, they contain 
two independent clauses. Normally, connecting the clauses with a comma 
and a conjunction would be correct: for example, “Most hawks hunt alone, 
but osprey hunt in pairs.” In the preceding two comma splices, however, the 
independent clauses are joined by transitional expressions known as con-
junctive adverbs. (See the Glossary of Grammatical Terms and the discussion of 
conjunctive adverbs in Chapter 10.) When a conjunctive adverb is used to link 
two independent clauses, it always requires a semicolon. By contrast, when a 
coordinating conjunction links the two clauses of a compound sentence, it is 
always preceded by a comma.

In most cases, depending on the sense of the sentence, the semicolon 
precedes the conjunctive adverb and clarifies the division between the 
two clauses. There are exceptions to this general rule, though, as in the 
following sentence:

The lazy boy did finally read a book, however; it was the least he could do.

Here, “however” is a part of the first independent clause and qualifies its claim. 
The sentence thus suggests the boy was not totally lazy because he did get 
around to reading a book. Note how the meaning changes when “however” 
becomes the introductory word for the second independent clause.

The lazy boy did finally read a book ; however, it was the least he could do.

Here, the restricting force of “however” suggests that reading the book was not 
much of an accomplishment.

Test Yourself 11.2: Comma Splices

What makes each of the following sentences a comma splice? Determine the best way 
to fix each one and why, and then make the correction.

1. “Virtual reality” is a buzzword, so is “hyperspace.”

2. Many popular cures for cancer have been discredited, nevertheless, many people 
continue to buy them.
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3. Elvis Presley’s home, Graceland, attracts many musicians as a kind of shrine, even 
Paul Simon has been there.

4. She didn’t play well with others, she sat on the bench and watched.

BWE 3: Errors in Subject–Verb Agreement
The subject and the verb must agree in number, a singular subject taking a 
singular verb and a plural subject taking a plural verb. Errors in subject–verb agree-
ment usually occur when a writer misidentifies the subject or verb of a clause.

Agreement Problem: Plural Subject, Singular Verb

Various kinds of vandalism has been rapidly increasing.

Correction

Various kinds of vandalism have been rapidly increasing. [verb made plural 
to match “kinds”]

When you isolate the grammatical subject (“kinds”) and the verb (“has”) 
of the original sentence, you can tell that they do not agree. Although 
“vandalism” might seem to be the subject because it is closest to the verb, it 
is actually the object of the preposition “of.” The majority of agreement prob-
lems arise from mistaking the object of a preposition for the actual subject of 
a sentence. If you habitually make this mistake, you can begin to remedy it by 
familiarizing yourself with the most common prepositions. (See the Glossary of 
Grammatical Terms, which contains a list of these terms.)

Agreement Problem: Singular Subject, Plural Verb

Another aspect of territoriality that differentiates humans from animals 
are their possession of ideas and objects.

Correction

Another aspect of territoriality that differentiates humans from animals 
is their possession of ideas and objects. [verb made singular to match 
subject “aspect”]

The subject of the sentence is “aspect.” The two plural nouns (“humans” 
and “animals”) probably encourage the mistake of using a plural verb (“are”), 
but “humans” is part of the “that” clause modifying “aspect,” and “animals” 
is the object of the preposition “from.”

Agreement Problem: “Each” Must Take Singular Verb

The Republican and the Democrat both believe in doing what’s best for 
America, but each believe that the other doesn’t understand what’s best.

Correction

The Republican and the Democrat both believe in doing what’s best for 
America, but each believes that the other doesn’t understand what’s 
best. [verb made singular to agree with subject “each”]

Copyright 2015 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).

Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



 BWE 3: Errors in Subject–Verb Agreement 313

The word “each” is always singular, so the verb (“believes”) must be sin-
gular as well. The presence of a plural subject and verb in the sentence’s first 
independent clause (“the Republican and the Democrat both believe”) has 
probably encouraged the error.

Test Yourself 11.3: Subject–Verb Agreement

Diagnose and correct the error in the following example:

The controversies surrounding the placement of Arthur Ashe’s statue in Richmond was 
difficult for the various factions to resolve.

A Note on Dialects and Standard Written English
Some people have trouble recognizing and fixing certain errors because they 
are not errors in their discourse communities. Different cultures inside the 
larger culture of English-language speakers use different syntactical forms. 
This fact has given rise to the phrase “Standard Written English,” which names 
one particular version of English as the norm. People whose language prac-
tices constitute a dialect, for example, are told they have to acquire the other 
dialect—Standard Written English.

The concept of Standard Written English has been controversial. Critics 
argue that the concept enforces the language practices of privileged groups 
and discriminates against the practices of less powerful groups in the culture. 
The best-known instance of this discrimination appears in the matter of sub-
ject–verb agreement among some African-Americans who leave off the verb 
ending -s in the third person singular present tense.

Standard Written English: He walks to town. (singular)
    They walk to town. (plural)

Dialect: He walk to town. (singular)
    They walk to town. (plural)

Speakers of the dialect do not differentiate singular from plural verb forms 
with a terminal “–s” in the present tense (only), as in Standard Written English.

If you look up the term “Ebonics”, you can study the debate about whether 
or not this particular “error” is descended from syntactical patterns in African 
languages. Like all ethical debates, this one is not easily resolved. In practical 
terms, however, you should be aware that these two ways of handling sub-
ject–verb agreement are recognized by linguists not in terms of right versus 
wrong but rather in terms of dialect difference.

A dialect is a version of a language characteristic of a region or culture 
and is sometimes unintelligible to outsiders. The problem for speakers of a 
dialect that differs from the norm is that they can’t always rely on the ear—on 
what sounds right—when they are editing according to the rules of Standard 
Written English. Such speakers need, in effect, to learn to speak more than 
one dialect so that they can edit according to the rules of Standard Written 
English in situations in which this would be expected. This adaptation often 
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requires adding a separate proofreading stage for particular errors, like 
subject–verb agreement, rather than relying on what sounds right.

BWE 4: Shifts in Sentence Structure  
(Faulty Predication)
This error involves an illogical mismatch between subject and predicate. If you 
continually run afoul of faulty predication, you might use the exercises in a 
handbook to drill you on isolating the grammatical subjects and verbs of sen-
tences because that is the first move you need to make in fixing the problem.

Faulty Predication

In 1887, the release of more information became available.

Correction

In 1887, more information became available for release. [new subject]

It was the “information,” not the “release,” that “became available.” The 
correction relocates “information” from its position as object of the preposi-
tion “of” to the subject position in the sentence; it also moves “release” into 
a prepositional phrase.

Faulty Predication

The busing controversy was intended to rectify the inequality of  
educational opportunities.

Correction

Busing was intended to rectify the inequality of educational 
opportunities. [new subject formulated to match verb]

The controversy wasn’t intended to rectify, but busing was.

Test Yourself 11.4: Faulty Predication

Identify and correct the faulty predication in this example:

The subject of learning disabilities are difficult to identify accurately.

BWE 5: Errors in Pronoun Reference
There are at least three forms of this problem. All of them involve a lack of clar-
ity about whom or what a pronoun (a word that substitutes for a noun) refers to. 
The surest way to avoid difficulties is to make certain the pronoun relates back 
unambiguously to a specific word to which it refers, known as the antecedent. 
In the sentence “Nowadays appliances don’t last as long as they once did,” the 
noun “appliances” is the antecedent of the pronoun “they.”

Pronoun–Antecedent Agreement

A pronoun must agree in number (and gender) with the noun or noun 
phrase that it refers to.
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Pronoun Error: Plural Pronoun With Singular Antecedent 

It can be dangerous if a child, after watching TV, decides to practice what 
they saw.

Corrections

It can be dangerous if children, after watching TV, decide to practice what 
they saw. [antecedent (and verb) made plural to agree with plural pronoun.

It can be dangerous if a child, after watching TV, decides to practice what he or 
she saw. [singular pronouns substituted to match singular antecedent “child”]

The error occurs because “child” is singular, but the pronoun referring to 
it, “they,” is plural. The first correction makes both singular; the second makes 
both plural. You might also observe in the first word of the example—the imper-
sonal “it”—an exception to the rule that pronouns must have antecedents.

Test Yourself 11.5: Pronoun–Antecedent Agreement

What is wrong with the following sentence, and how would you fix it?

Every dog has its day, but all too often when that day happens, they can 
be found barking up the wrong tree.

Ambiguous Reference A pronoun should have only one possible antecedent. 
The possibility of two or more confuses relationships within the sentence.

Pronoun Error: More Than One Possible Referent for “They”

Children like comedians because they have a sense of humor.

Corrections

Because children have a sense of humor, they like comedians.  
[subordinate “because” clause placed first, and relationship between  
noun “children” and pronoun “they” tightened]

Children like comedians because comedians have a sense of humor.  
[pronoun eliminated and replaced by repetition of noun]

Does “they” in the original example refer to “children” or “comedians”? 
The rule in such cases of ambiguity is that the pronoun refers to the nearest 
possible antecedent, so here “comedians” possess the sense of humor, regard-
less of what the writer may intend. As the corrections demonstrate, either 
reordering the sentence or repeating the noun can remove the ambiguity.

Test Yourself 11.6: Ambiguous Reference

As you proofread, it’s a good idea to target your pronouns to make sure they cannot 
conceivably refer to more than one noun. What’s wrong with the following sentences?

1. Alexander the Great’s father, Philip of Macedon, died when he was twenty-six.

2. The committee could not look into the problem because it was too involved.
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Broad Reference Broad reference occurs when a pronoun refers loosely to 
a number of ideas expressed in preceding clauses or sentences. It causes 
confusion because the reader cannot be sure which of the ideas the pronoun 
refers to.

Pronoun Error: Use of “This” Makes Referent Unclear

As a number of scholars have noted, Sigmund Freud and Karl Marx offered 
competing but also at times complementary critiques of the dehuman-
izing tendencies of Western capitalist society. We see this in Christopher 
Lasch’s analysis of conspicuous consumption in The Culture of Narcissism.

Correction

As a number of scholars have noted, Sigmund Freud and Karl Marx offered 
competing but also at times complementary critiques of the dehumaniz-
ing tendencies of Western capitalist society. We see this complementary 
view in Christopher Lasch’s analysis of conspicuous consumption in The 
Culture of Narcissism. [broad “this” clarified by addition of noun phrase]

The word “this” in the second sentence of the uncorrected example 
could refer to the fact that “a number of scholars have noted” the relation-
ship between Freud and Marx, to the competition between Freud’s and Marx’s 
critiques of capitalism, or to the complementary nature of the two men’s 
critiques.

Beware “this” as a pronoun: it’s the most common source of broad ref-
erence. The remedy is generally to avoid using the word as a pronoun. 
Instead, convert “this” into an adjective and let it modify some noun 
that more clearly specifies the referent: “this complementary view,” as 
in the correction or, alternatively, “this competition” or “this scholarly 
perspective.”

Test Yourself 11.7: Broad Reference

Locate the errors in the following examples and provide a remedy for each.

1. Regardless of whether the film is foreign or domestic, they can be found in your 
neighborhood video store.

2. Many experts now claim that dogs and other higher mammals dream; for those who 
don’t own such pets, this is often difficult to believe.

A Note on Sexism and Pronoun Usage
Errors in pronoun reference sometimes occur because of a writer’s praise-
worthy desire to avoid sexism. In most circles, the following correction of a 
previous example would be considered sexist.

It can be dangerous if a child, after watching TV, decides to practice what 
he saw.

Though the writer of such a sentence may intend “he” to function 
as a gender-neutral impersonal pronoun, it in fact excludes girls on the 
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basis of gender. Implicitly, it also conveys sexual stereotypes (for exam-
ple, that only boys are violent, or perhaps stupid enough to confuse TV 
with reality).

The easiest way to avoid the problem of sexism in pronoun usage usu-
ally lies in putting things into the plural form because plural pronouns 
(“we,” “you,” “they”) have no gender. (See the use of “children” in the first 
correction of the pronoun–antecedent agreement example.) Alternatively, 
you can use the phrase “he or she.” Many readers, however, find this phrase 
and its variant, “s/he,” to be awkward constructions. Another remedy lies 
in rewriting the sentence to avoid pronouns altogether, as in the following 
revision.

It can be dangerous if a child, after watching TV, decides to practice some 
violent activity portrayed on the screen.

BWE 6: Misplaced Modifiers and Dangling Participles
Modifiers are words or groups of words used to qualify, limit, intensify, or 
explain some other element in a sentence. A misplaced modifier is a word or 
phrase that appears to modify the wrong word or words.

Misplaced Modifier: Modifier Appears to Modify Wrong Word

At the age of three he caught a fish with a broken arm.

Correction

At the age of three the boy with a broken arm caught a fish. 
[noun replaces pronoun; prepositional phrase revised and relocated]

The original sentence mistakenly implies that the fish had a broken arm. 
Modification errors often occur in sentences with one or more prepositional 
phrases, as in this case.

Misplaced Modifier: Modifier Appears to Modify Wrong Word

According to legend, General George Washington crossed the Delaware 
and celebrated Christmas in a small boat.

Correction

According to legend, General George Washington crossed the Delaware in 
a small boat and then celebrated Christmas on shore. [prepositional 
phrase relocated; modifiers added to second verb]

As a general rule, you can avoid misplacing a modifier by keeping it as 
close as possible to what it modifies. Thus, the second correction removes the 
implication that Washington celebrated Christmas in a small boat. When you 
cannot relocate the modifier, separate it from the rest of the sentence with a 
comma to prevent readers from connecting it to the nearest noun.
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A dangling participle creates a particular kind of problem in modification: 
the noun or pronoun that the writer intends the participial phrase to modify 
is not actually present in the sentence. Thus, we have the name dangling 
participle: the participle has been left dangling because the word or phrase it 
is meant to modify is not there.

Dangling Participle: Subject That Participle Modifies Does  
Not Appear in the Sentence

After debating the issue of tax credits for the elderly, the bill passed in a 
close vote.

Correction

After debating the issue of tax credits for the elderly, the Senate passed 
the bill in a close vote. [appropriate noun added for participle to modify]

The bill did not debate the issue, as the original example implies. As the 
correction demonstrates, fixing a dangling participle involves tightening the 
link between the activity implied by the participle (“debating”) and the entity 
performing that activity (“the Senate”).

Test Yourself 11.8: Modification Errors

Find the modification errors in the following examples and correct them.

1. After eating their sandwiches, the steamboat left the dock.

2. The social workers saw an elderly woman on a bus with a cane standing up.

3. Crossing the street, a car hit the pedestrian.

BWE 7: Errors in Using Possessive Apostrophes
Adding ’s to most singular nouns will make them show possession, for exam-
ple, the plant’s roots, the accountant’s ledger. You can add the apostrophe 
alone, without the “s,” for example, to make plural nouns that already end with 
“s” show possession: the flowers’ fragrances or the ships’ berths (although you 
may also add an additional “s”).

Apostrophe Error

The loyal opposition scorned the committees decisions.

Corrections

The loyal opposition scorned the committee’ s decisions.

The loyal opposition scorned the committees’  decisions. [possessive apos-
trophe added]

The first correction assumes there was one committee; the second 
assumes there were two or more.
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Apostrophe Error

The advisory board swiftly transacted it’s business.

Correction

The advisory board swiftly transacted its business. [apostrophe dropped]

Unlike possessive nouns, possessive pronouns (“my,” “your,” “yours,” 
“her,” “hers,” “his,” “its,” “our,” “ours,” “their,” “theirs”) never take an 
apostrophe.

Test Yourself 11.9: Possessive Apostrophes

Find and correct any errors in the following sentence:

The womens movement has been misunderstood by many of its detractors.

BWE 8: Comma Errors
As with other rules of punctuation and grammar, the many that pertain to 
comma usage share an underlying aim: to clarify the relationships among the 
parts of a sentence. Commas separate the parts of a sentence grammatically. 
One of their primary uses, then, is to help your readers distinguish the main 
clause from dependent elements such as subordinate clauses and long prepo-
sitional phrases. (See also “Why Commas Matter” in Chapter 10.) They do not 
signify a pause, as was discussed in BWE 2.

Comma Error: Comma Missing After Introductory Phrase 

After eating the couple went home.

Correction

After eating, the couple went home. [comma added before independent 
clause]

The comma after “eating” is needed to keep the main clause “visible” or 
separate; it marks the point at which the prepositional phrase ends and the 
independent clause begins. Without this separation, readers would be invited 
to contemplate cannibalism as they move across the sentence.

Comma Error: Comma Missing After Introductory Phrase

In the absence of rhetoric study teachers and students lack a vocabulary 
for talking about their prose.

Correction

In the absence of rhetoric study, teachers and students lack a vocabulary 
for talking about their prose. [comma added to separate prepositional 
phrase from main clause]

Without the comma, readers would have to read the sentence twice to 
find out where the prepositional phrase ends—with “study”—to figure out 
where the main clause begins.
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Comma Error: Two Commas Needed Around  
Parenthetical Element

Dog owners, despite their many objections will have to obey the new law.

Correction

Dog owners, despite their many objections, will have to obey the new law. 
[single comma converted to a pair of commas]

A comma is needed after “objections” to isolate the phrase in the middle 
of the sentence (“despite their many objections”) from the main clause. The 
phrase needs to be set off with commas because it contains additional infor-
mation not essential to the meaning of what it modifies. (Dog owners must 
obey the law whether they object or not.) Phrases and clauses that function 
in this way are called nonrestrictive.

A Note on Restrictive versus Nonrestrictive Elements
As we noted in Chapter 10, the test of nonrestrictive phrases and clauses is to 
see if they can be omitted without substantially changing the message that a 
sentence conveys (“Dog owners will have to obey the new law,” for example). 
Nonrestrictive elements always take two commas—a comma “sandwich”—to 
set them off. Using only one comma illogically separates the sentence’s subject 
(“dog owners”) from its predicate (“will have to obey”). This problem is easier 
to see in a shorter sentence. You wouldn’t, for example, write “I, fell down.” 
As a rule, commas virtually never separate the subject from the verb of a sen-
tence. (Here’s an exception: “Ms. Smith, a high fashion model, watches her diet 
scrupulously.”)

Comma Error: Two Commas Needed Around  
Parenthetical Element

Most people regardless of age like to spend money.

Correction

Most people, regardless of age, like to spend money. [comma sandwich 
added]

Here, commas enclose the nonrestrictive elements; you could omit this 
information without significantly affecting the sense. Such is not the case in 
the following two examples.

Comma Error: Restrictive Elements Should Not Be  
Enclosed Within Commas

People, who live in glass houses, should not throw stones.

Correction

People who live in glass houses should not throw stones. [commas omitted]
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Comma Error: No Comma Setting Off Restrictive Clause

Please return the library book, that I left on the table.

Correction

Please return the library book that I left on the table. [comma omitted]

As we noted with the same example in Chapter 10, it is incorrect to place 
commas around “who live in glass houses.” It is also incorrect to place a 
comma before “that I left on the table.” Each of these is a restrictive clause, 
that is, each contains information that is an essential part of what it modi-
fies. In the first sentence, for example, if “who live in glass houses” is left 
out, the fundamental meaning of the sentence is lost: “People should not 
throw stones.” The word “who” is defined by restricting it to “people” in the 
category of glass-house dwellers. Similarly, in the second example the “that” 
clause contributes an essential meaning to “book”; the sentence is referring 
to not just any book but to a particular one, the one “on the table.”

So, remember the general rule: if the information in a phrase or 
clause can be omitted—if it is nonessential and therefore nonrestric-
tive—it needs to be separated by commas from the rest of the sentence. 
Moreover, note that nonrestrictive clauses are generally introduced by the 
word “which,” so a “which” clause interpolated into a sentence takes a 
comma sandwich. (“The dinner, which I bought for $20, made me sick.”) 
By contrast, a restrictive clause is introduced by the word “that” and takes 
no commas.

Test Yourself 11.10: Comma Errors

Consider the following examples as a pair. Punctuate them as necessary, and then 
briefly articulate how the meanings of the two sentences differ.

1. The book which I had read a few years ago contained a lot of outdated data.

2. The book that I had read a few years ago contained a lot of outdated data.

BWE 9: Spelling/Diction Errors That Interfere  
with Meaning
Misspellings are always a problem in a final draft, insofar as they undermine 
your authority by inviting readers to perceive you as careless (at best). If you 
make a habit of using the spellchecker of a word processor, you will take care 
of most misspellings; however, the problems a spellchecker won’t catch are the 
ones that can often hurt you most. These are actually diction errors—incorrect 
word choices in which you have confused one word with another that it closely 
resembles. In such cases, you have spelled the word correctly, but it’s the wrong 
word. Because it means something other than what you’ve intended, you end 
up misleading your readers. 
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The best way to avoid this problem is to memorize the differences 
between pairs of words commonly confused with each other but that have 
distinct meanings. The following examples illustrate a few of the most com-
mon and serious of these errors. Most handbooks contain a glossary of usage 
that cites more of these sites of confusion.

Spelling/Diction Error: “It’s” versus “Its”

Although you can’t tell a book by its’ cover, its fairly easy to get the  
general idea from the introduction.

Correction

Although you can’t tell a book by its cover, it’s fairly easy to get the  
general idea from the introduction. [apostrophe dropped from posses-
sive and added to contraction]

“It’s” is a contraction for “it is.” “Its” is a possessive pronoun meaning 
“belonging to it.” If you confuse the two, it’s likely that your sentence will 
mislead its readers.

Spelling/Diction Error: “Their” versus “There” versus “They’re” 

Their are ways of learning about the cuisine of northern India besides 
going their to watch the master chefs and learn there secrets— 
assuming their willing to share them.

Correction

There are ways of learning about the cuisine of northern India besides 
going there to watch the master chefs and learn their secrets—
assuming they’re willing to share them. [expletive “there,” adverb 
“there,” possessive pronoun “their,” and contraction “they’re” inserted 
appropriately]

“There” as an adverb normally refers to a place; “there” can also be used 
as an expletive to introduce a clause, as in the first usage of the correction. 
“Their” is a possessive pronoun meaning “belonging to them.” “They’re” is a 
contraction for “they are.”

Spelling/Diction Error: “Then” versus “Than”

If a person would rather break a law then obey it, than he or she must be 
willing to face the consequences.

Correction

If a person would rather break a law than obey it, then he or she must 
be willing to face the consequences. [comparative “than” distinguished 
from temporal “then”]

 “Than” is a conjunction used with a comparison, for example, “rather X 
than Y.” “Then” is an adverb used to indicate what comes next in relation to 
time, for example, “first X, then Y.”
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Spelling/Diction Error: “Effect” versus “Affect”

It is simply the case that BWEs adversely effect the way that readers judge 
what a writer has to say. It follows that writers who include lots of 
BWEs in their prose may not have calculated the disastrous affects of 
these mistakes.

Correction

It is simply the case that BWEs adversely affect the way that readers judge 
what a writer has to say. It follows that writers who include lots of 
BWEs in their prose may not have calculated the disastrous effects of 
these mistakes. [verb “affect” and noun “effects” inserted appropriately]

In their most common usages, “affect” is a verb meaning “to influence,” 
and “effect” is a noun meaning “the result of an action or cause.” The confu-
sion of “affect” and “effect” is enlarged by the fact that both of these words 
have secondary meanings: the verb “to effect” means “to cause or bring 
about”; the noun “affect” is used in psychology to mean “emotion or feeling.” 
Thus, if you confuse these two words, you will inadvertently make a meaning 
radically different from the one you intend.

Test Yourself 11.11: Spelling/Diction Errors

Make corrections as necessary in the following paragraph.

Its not sufficiently acknowledged that the behavior of public officials is not just an 
ethical issue but one that effects the sale of newspapers and commercial bytes in 
television news. When public officials don’t do what their supposed to do, than their 
sure to face the affects of public opinion—if they get caught—because there are 
dollars to be made. Its that simple: money more then morality is calling the tune in the 
way that the press treats it’s superstars.

Correctness vs. Usage: Grammar Rules  
and Social Convention
Grammar is a volatile subject. Grammatical errors evoke not just disap-
proval but anger in some people. Why? Well, clearly correct grammar 
matters. Readers should not have to struggle to figure out where your sen-
tences begin and end or what goes with what. But the fact that correctness 
matters—that correctness is necessary to being taken seriously as a writer—
does not account for the sheer venom that goes into spotting other people’s 
grammatical errors. 

Language use is social and conventional. Conforming to the rules is, in 
a sense, a sign that you agree to be governed by the same conventions that 
others conform to. Perhaps this is why the intentional sentence fragment 
has the impact that it does. Really. The gesture makes the writer’s style 
seem daring. It says, “You and I both recognize that I control the standard 
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conventions with sufficient assurance to break them on purpose, not by 
accident.”

Usage: How Language Customs Change
Errors of grammar are relatively stable and locked down. “The eggs was tasty” 
is wrong; so is “Obama are President” and “Obama is Presidents.” But usage, 
a kind of troublesome and embarrassing cousin to grammar, is a more vexed 
subject. According to the Oxford English Dictionary, usage has to do with “estab-
lished or customary use or employment of language, words, expressions, etc.” 
Established by whom? Customary within what group? Usage, in short, tends 
to be less clear cut than grammar.

That is why some dictionaries offer brief paragraphs of discussion from 
a “usage panel”—a group of experts who weigh in on what is proper and 
improper in language use. Most of the usage guides you will find at the back 
of grammar handbooks offer a range of examples of usage. At one end of the 
range, there are examples in which one form is clearly preferred and another 
disapproved.

Usage: Some Examples of Right & Wrong versus Etiquette
Here is a set of examples, organized on a sliding scale, from clearly distin-
guished right and wrong to less defensible distinctions.

 j fewer vs. less: Countable things are fewer: fewer pencils; amounts that 
can’t be counted are less: less support. This is a helpful distinction, one 
the language needs.

 j good vs. well: Good is an adjective, a part of speech that modifies 
(describes) nouns and other adjectives. It was a good movie. Well is an 
adverb, a part of speech that modifies a verb or another adverb. She 
does not feel well. Good modifies movie; well modifies feel. This is another 
helpful distinction; therefore, most people consider this word choice a 
matter of right and wrong.

 j can vs. may: Can refers to what one is able to do; may refers to what 
one is permitted to do. He can spit across the classroom, but according to 
the teacher, he may not. Again, this distinction conveys a meaningful dif-
ference, although in actual practice, the word may is starting to lose its 
clout—it sounds fussy to many contemporary ears.

 j between vs. among: Between refers to two items, among to more than 
two. The difference between sushi and sashimi is more easily understood than 
the differences among sushi, sashimi, and maki. In this case, we can clearly 
see that if you used between in both cases, a reader would still be  
able to make sense of the sentence, but the use of among is helpful— 
it lets us know that more than two items are coming. Still, as you can  
see, this example of usage is less significant, more a matter of  
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good manners, than can vs. may. Nonetheless, it is arguably a useful 
distinction.

 j different from vs. different than: Some say a writer should not use dif-
ferent than, because than is comparative, but different already signifies 
that a comparison is coming, so you should always say different from. 
Let’s use this example—and there are others like it—as an emblem of a 
preference for which there is not really much of a reason.

 j ending a sentence with a preposition: The prescription that one should 
not end a sentence with a preposition or—if you will—that a preposi-
tion is a part of speech you should not end a sentence with, is a case of 
rather arbitrary usage. In this same category goes the split infinitive—
the practice of locating a word inside a to + verb construction, such as 
to boldly go where no one has gone before. In a formal setting—an applica-
tion to law school, say—you would want to be careful to avoid these 
usages, even though they are not actually wrong.

Why then do some guardians of the language insist that we not end 
sentences with prepositions? Is it snobbery? Etiquette? First of all, let’s 
admit that etiquette serves a definite purpose, as anyone who has gone out 
to dinner and had the misfortune to sit next to a food fight will attest. To be 
understanding, let’s assume that the person who enforces usage distinctions 
as hard-and-fast rules, even when they are not, is a person who wishes to 
maintain standards in the face of change. And that, too, is a position one 
may (and can!) respect.

But the fact is that the language is always changing, not just with the 
addition of new words to the standard dictionaries, but also with the cir-
cumstances of usage—“the established or customary use or employment of 
language, words, expressions, etc.” Ultimately, a panel of experts cannot con-
trol usage, and that is a healthy thing, allowing a language to evolve over time.

When Usage Begins to Change Grammar
Which brings us back to the issue of grammatical correctness, a subject that 
impelled this digression into usage in the first place (yes, we know it’s a 
fragment). Usage and, more particularly, changes in usage affect grammar 
because, although relatively fixed, grammar does not stand still. Some gram-
matical rules do change when people begin using words differently. 

Here are three common examples of how changing usage appears to 
be inspiring a change in the grammatical conventions of right and wrong. 
These changes have not yet occurred, but arguably, they are in the process 
of occurring.

 j possessive apostrophes: An increasing number of writers simply leave 
these out. If one writes, The cars fender was dented (not car’s) or Max 
Scherzers slider is the best in the American League (not Scherzer’s), virtually 
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every reader will understand the meaning, though not as quickly as the 
apostrophe would allow.

 j I vs. me: especially in prepositional phrases: This one has to do with 
what grammarians call the case of pronouns. We use one form of a 
pronoun when it is in the subject and another when it is the object of a 
verb or a preposition. For example,

 j My mother and I argue about grammar—not My mother and me. We 
would not say “Me argues about grammar.” I is in the subjective case; 
me is in the objective case.

 j According to my mother and me, grammar matters a lot—not According to 
my mother and I. We would not say According to I. “According to” is a 
preposition, so you have to use the objective case, as the pronoun in 
question is the object of the preposition.

But increasingly, we hear native speakers saying things such as Joe and  
me are going to get a beer or For Jill and I, voting is an undeniable civic duty, virtu-
ally an ethical imperative. In the first example, a speaker might say Joe and me 
because it sounds “natural,” that is, unpretentious, as unpretentious as having a  
beer. In the second example, a speaker might say For Jill and I because (and 
we’re not sure why this is!), the use of “and I” sometimes sounds classier, more 
high style, and in a sentence where lofty concepts such as civic duty and ethi-
cal imperatives occur, you might wish to sound classy. But “I” in “For Jill and 
I” must be changed to “me,” the objective case because it is the object of the 
preposition “For.”

 j who versus whom: This is another version of the pronoun problem. 
Who is subjective case; whom is objective case. For example: I want to 
know who ate the last slice of pie I left in the refrigerator. Compare that 
with Ask not for whom the bell tolls—where whom is the object of the 
preposition for. Yet increasingly, speakers seem to fear working out 
the grammar necessary to figure out if the who/whom in question is a 
subject or an object, so they tend either to eliminate whom altogether 
and just use who for every case, or they assume that whom is classier, 
as they do with “and I,” and they end up misusing whom. Here are 
examples:

 j Who is Derek Jeter going to sign with, now that he has become a free agent? 
This sentence is grammatically incorrect: we need a Whom to be the 
object of the preposition with—With whom will Jeter sign?

 j I read a book by the cognitive therapist whom is most famous for formulat-
ing rational emotive therapy. The loftiness of the topic misleads the 
writer into using the supposedly classier whom even though gram-
mar tells us the pronoun who is in the subjective case.
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Usage as Cultural Marker
You can think of usage in terms of markers—indicators of something. So, for 
example:

 j usage as marker for informal, conversational versus formal style:

 And then she goes, “that’s the silliest thing I’ve ever heard” versus And then 
she says, . . .

And some people disallow contractions as too informal.

 j usage as marker for social class:

Where is he at? versus Where is he?

I ain’t going versus I am not going.

 j usage as gender marker:

Poetess versus poet, actress versus actor, waitress versus waiter or waitperson

Most people have not heard the word poetess—how long before the same 
will be said of actress? (The –ess suffix indicating female is now considered 
sexist by many people because it relegates women to a separate category.)

TRy ThiS 11.1: Discover the Rationale for Usage Choices
Research the following pairs of terms. Locate the usage “rules” that govern 
them, and if you can, uncover the rationale that informs these rules.

Try and / try to
Shall / will
Disinterested / uninterested
Raise / rise

Glossary of Grammatical Terms
adjective An adjective is a part of speech that usually modifies a noun or 

pronoun—for example, blue, boring, boisterous.
adverb An adverb is a part of speech that modifies an adjective, adverb, or 

verb—for example, heavily, habitually, very. The adverbial form generally 
differs from the adjectival form via the addition of the ending “–ly”; for 
example, happy is an adjective, and happily is an adverb.

clause (independent and dependent) A clause is any group of words that con-
tains both a subject and a predicate. An independent clause (also known 
as a main clause) can stand alone as a sentence. For example,

The most famous revolutionaries of this century have all, in one way or another, 
offered a vision of a classless society.

The subject of this independent clause is “revolutionaries,” the verb is 
“have offered,” and the direct object is “vision.” By contrast, a dependent 
(or subordinate) clause is any group of words containing a subject and verb 
that cannot stand alone as a separate sentence because it depends on an 
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independent clause to complete its meaning. The following sentence adds 
two dependent clauses to our previous example:

The most famous revolutionaries of this century have all, in one way or another, 
offered a vision of a classless society, although most historians would agree that this 
ideal has never been achieved.

The origin of the word “depend” is “to hang”: a dependent clause lit-
erally hangs on the independent clause. In the preceding example, neither 
“although most historians would agree” nor “that this ideal has never been 
achieved” can stand independently. The “that” clause relies on the “although” 
clause, which in turn relies on the main clause. “That” and “although” func-
tion as subordinating conjunctions; by eliminating them, we could rewrite 
the sentence to contain three independent clauses:

The most famous revolutionaries of this century have all, in one way or another, 
offered a vision of a classless society. Most historians would agree on one judgment 
about this vision: it has never been achieved.

comma splice A comma splice consists of two independent clauses incor-
rectly connected (spliced) with a comma. See BWE 2.

conjunction (coordinating and subordinating) A conjunction is a part of 
speech that connects words, phrases, or clauses—for example, and, but, 
although. The conjunction in some way defines that connection: for exam-
ple, and links; but separates. All conjunctions define connections in one 
of two basic ways. Coordinating conjunctions connect words or groups of 
words that have equal grammatical importance. The coordinating con-
junctions are and, but, or, nor, for, so, and yet. Subordinating conjunctions 
introduce a dependent clause and connect it to a main clause. Here is a 
partial list of the most common subordinating conjunctions: after, although, 
as, as if, as long as, because, before, if, rather than, since, than, that, though, 
unless, until, when, where, whether, and while.

conjunctive adverb A conjunctive adverb is a word that links two independent 
clauses (as a conjunction) but that also modifies the clause it introduces (as 
an adverb). Some of the most common conjunctive adverbs are consequently, 
furthermore, however, moreover, nevertheless, similarly, therefore, and thus. Phrases 
can also serve this function, such as for example and on the other hand. When 
conjunctive adverbs are used to link two independent clauses, they always 
require a semicolon:

Many pharmaceutical chains now offer their own generic versions of common 
drugs; however, many consumers continue to spend more for name brands that 
contain the same active ingredients as the generics.

When conjunctive adverbs occur within an independent clause, how-
ever, they are enclosed in a pair of commas, as is the case with the use of 
however earlier in this sentence.
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coordination Coordination refers to grammatically equal words, phrases, or 
clauses. Coordinate constructions are used to give elements in a sentence 
equal weight or importance. In the sentence “The tall, thin lawyer bad-
gered the witness, but the judge interceded,” the clauses “The tall, thin 
lawyer badgered the witness” and “but the judge interceded” are coordi-
nate clauses; “tall” and “thin” are coordinate adjectives.

dependent clause (see clause)
direct object The direct object is a noun or pronoun that receives the action 

carried by the verb and performed by the subject. In the sentence, “Certain 
mushrooms can kill you,” “you” is the direct object.

gerund (see verbals)
fused (or run-on) sentence A fused sentence incorrectly combines two inde-

pendent clauses with no conjunction or punctuation. See BWE 2.
independent clause (see clause)
infinitive (see verbals)
main clause (see clause)
noun A noun is a part of speech that names a person (woman), place (town), 

thing (book), idea (justice), quality (irony), or action (betrayal).
object of the preposition (see preposition)
participle and participial phrase (see verbals)
phrase A phrase is a group of words occurring in a meaningful sequence that 

lacks either a subject or a predicate. This absence distinguishes it from a 
clause, which contains both a subject and a predicate. Phrases function 
in sentences as adjectives, adverbs, nouns, or verbs. They are customar-
ily classified according to the part of speech of their keyword: “over the 
mountain” is a prepositional phrase; “running for office” is a participial 
phrase; “had been disciplined” is a verb phrase; “desktop graphics” is a 
noun phrase; and so forth.

predicate The predicate contains the verb of a sentence or clause, making 
some kind of statement about the subject. The predicate of the preceding 
sentence is “contains the verb, making some kind of statement about 
the subject.” The simple predicate—the verb to which the other words 
in the sentence are attached—is “contains.”

preposition, prepositional phrase A preposition is a part of speech that links a 
noun or pronoun to some other word in the sentence. Prepositions usually 
express a relationship of time (after) or space (above) or direction (toward). 
The noun to which the preposition is attached is known as the object of the 
preposition. A preposition, its object, and any modifiers comprise a preposi-
tional phrase. “With love from me to you” strings together three prepositional 
phrases. Here is a partial list of the most common prepositions: about, above, 
across, after, among, at, before, behind, between, by, during, for, from, in, into, like, 
of, on, out, over, since, through, to, toward, under, until, up, upon, with, within, 
and without.
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pronoun A pronoun is a part of speech that substitutes for a noun, such as I, 
you, he, she, it, we, and they.

run-on (or fused) sentence A run-on sentence incorrectly combines two inde-
pendent clauses with no conjunction or punctuation. See BWE 2.

sentence A sentence is a unit of expression that can stand independently. 
It contains two parts, a subject and a predicate. The shortest sentence in 
the Bible, for example, is “Jesus wept.” “Jesus” is the subject; “wept” is the 
predicate.

sentence fragment A sentence fragment is a group of words incorrectly punc-
tuated like a complete sentence but lacking the necessary structure; it is 
only a part of a sentence. “Walking down the road” and “the origin of the 
problem” are both fragments because neither contains a predicate. See 
BWE 1.

subject The subject, in most cases a noun or pronoun, names the doer of the 
action in a sentence or identifies what the predicate is about. The subject 
of the previous sentence, for example, is “the subject, in most cases a noun 
or pronoun.” The simple subject of that sentence—the noun to which the 
other words in the sentence are attached—is “subject.”

subordination, subordinating conjunctions “Subordination” refers to the 
placement of certain grammatical units, particularly phrases and clauses, 
at a lower, less important structural level than other elements. As with 
coordination, the grammatical ranking carries conceptual significance 
as well: whatever is grammatically subordinated appears less important 
than the information carried in the main clause. In the following example, 
Microsoft is subordinated both grammatically and conceptually to Apple:

Although Microsoft continues to upgrade the operating system and special 
features on its computers, the more stylish and virus-free Apple Macintosh 
computers continue to outclass them.

Here, “although” is a subordinating conjunction that introduces a 
subordinate clause, also known as a dependent clause.

verb A verb is a part of speech that describes an action (goes), states how 
something was affected by an action (became angered), or expresses a state 
of being (is).

verbals Verbals are words derived from verbs. They are verb forms that look 
like verbs but, as determined by the structure of the sentence they appear 
in, they function as nouns, adjectives, or adverbs. There are three forms 
of verbals.

An infinitive—composed of the root form of a verb plus to (to be, to vote)—
becomes a verbal when it is used as a noun (“To eat is essential”), an adjective 
(“These are the books to read”), or an adverb (“He was too sick to walk”).

Similarly, a participle—usually composed of the root form of a verb plus 
“–ing” (present participle) or “–ed” (past participle)—becomes a verbal when 
used as an adjective. It can occur as a single word, modifying a noun, as in 
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faltering negotiations or finished business. But it also can occur in a participial 
phrase, consisting of the participle, its object, and any modifiers. Here are 
two examples:

Having been tried and convicted, the criminal was sentenced to life 
imprisonment.

Following the path of most resistance, the masochist took deep pleasure 
in his frustration.

 “Having been tried and convicted” is a participial phrase that modifies “crimi-
nal”; “Following the path of most resistance” is a participial phrase that modifies 
“masochist.” In each case, the participial phrase functions as an adjective.

 The third form of verbal, the gerund, resembles the participle. Like the 
participle, it is formed by adding “–ing” to the root form of the verb, but unlike 
the participle, it is used as a noun. In the sentence “Swimming is extraordi-
narily aerobic,” the gerund “swimming” functions as the subject. Again like 
participles, gerunds can occur in phrases. The gerund phrases are italicized 
in the following example: “Watching a film adaptation takes less effort than 
reading the book from which it was made.”

When using a verbal, remember that although it resembles a verb, it can-
not function alone as the verb in a sentence: “Being a military genius” is a 
fragment, not a sentence. (Also see the discussion of verbals in Chapter 10.)

Assignments: Nine Basic Writing Errors (BWEs) 
and How to Fix Them

1. Chart the BWEs. Write an example for each of the BWEs, along with a 
corrected version.

2. Compose a Grammar and Style Quiz. Write a paragraph that contains all 
of the basic writing errors. Not every sentence should contain an error, 
and you may contain multiple examples of the errors, but make sure you 
include all nine. Then, append an answer key in which you identify the 
errors and provide corrections.

3. Research Online Resources. Go online to different universities and colleges 
in search of their writing centers, and then look for the ways these websites 
handle the problem of grammatical correctness. See as an example OWL at 
Purdue University. Write a brief summary of what you find there.

4. Circle Every Punctuation Mark. Take a short piece of writing, your own 
or someone else’s, published or unpublished. Circle every punctuation 
mark and explain why it is there. This is a useful exercise to do in pairs 
or in small groups. As a follow-up exercise, you might underline every 
independent clause and double-underline every dependent clause, cir-
cling the subordinating conjunctions.
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Test Yourself 11.1: Fragments (Page 308)

1. ExamplE: Like many other anthropologists, Margaret Mead studied 
non-Western cultures in such works as Coming of Age in 
Samoa. And influenced theories of childhood development 
in America.

problEm: The second sentence is actually a fragment, a predicate in 
need of a subject.

possiblE 

corrEction:
Like many other anthropologists, Margaret Mead studied 
non-Western cultures (in such works as Coming of Age in 
Samoa) in ways that influenced theories of childhood devel-
opment in America.

commEnt: There are many ways to fix this example, but its original form 
leaves ambiguous whether the fragment refers only to Mead, or to many 
other anthropologists as well. The correction offered includes the other 
anthropologists in the referent and diminishes the emphasis on Mead’s 
book by placing it within parentheses. Although the correction uses a sub-
ordinating that to incorporate the fragment into the first sentence, it keeps 
this information in an emphatic position at the end of the sentence.

2. ExamplE: The catastrophe resulted from an engineering flaw. Because 
the bridge lacked sufficient support.

problEm: The second sentence is actually a dependent clause; because 
always subordinates.

possiblE 

corrEction:
The catastrophe resulted from an engineering flaw: the 
bridge lacked sufficient support.

commEnt: Because the colon has causal force, this is an ideal spot to use 
one, identifying the “flaw.”

3. ExamplE: In the 1840s the potato famine decimated Ireland. It 
being a country with poor soil and antiquated methods of 
agriculture.

problEm: The second sentence is actually a fragment, a subject plus a 
long participial phrase.

possiblE 

corrEction:
In the 1840s the potato famine decimated Ireland, a country 
with poor and antiquated methods of agriculture.

Appendix
Basic Writing Errors (BWEs) Test Yourself Section Answer Key  
(With Discussion) 
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commEnt: The cause of this kind of fragment is usually that the writer mis-
takenly believes that being is a verb rather than a participle that introduces 
a long phrase (modifying “Ireland” in this case). It would also be correct 
simply to change the period to a comma in the original sentence.

Test Yourself 11.2: Comma Splices (Page 311)

1. ExamplE: “Virtual reality” is a new buzzword, so is “hyperspace.”

problEm: This is a comma splice—both clauses are independent, yet 
they are joined with a comma.

possiblE 

corrEction:
“Virtual reality” is a new buzzword; so is “hyperspace.”

commEnt: Because the clauses are linked by association—both nam-
ing buzzwords—a semicolon would show that association. A writer 
could also condense the clauses into a simple sentence with a com-
pound subject, for example, “Both ‘virtual reality’ and ‘hyperspace’ 
are new buzzwords.”

2. ExamplE: Many popular cures for cancer have been discredited, never-
theless, many people continue to buy them.

problEm: A comma splice results from the incorrectly punctuated 
conjunctive adverb nevertheless.

possiblE 

corrEction:
Many popular cures for cancer have been discredited; never-
theless, many people continue to buy them.

commEnt: Without the semicolon to separate the independent 
clauses, the conjunctive adverb could conceivably modify either the 
preceding or the following clause. This problem is usually worse with 
however.

3. ExamplE: Elvis Presley’s home, Graceland, attracts many musicians as 
a kind of shrine, even Paul Simon has been there.

problEm: This is a comma splice—the two independent clauses are 
linked by a comma without a conjunction. The problem is exacer-
bated by the number of commas in the sentence; the reader cannot 
easily tell which one is used to separate the clauses.

possiblE 

corrEction:
Elvis Presley’s home, Graceland, attracts many musicians as 
a kind of shrine—even Paul Simon has been there.

commEnt: Although one could justly use a semicolon here, the dash 
conveys the impromptu effect of an afterthought.

4. ExamplE: She didn’t play well with others, she sat on the bench and 
watched.
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problEm: Because the second clause develops the first one, a writer 
might think that it is dependent on the first; conceptually, yes, but 
grammatically, no.

possiblE 

corrEction:
She didn’t play well with others; she sat on the bench and 
watched.

commEnt: If the writer wanted to link the two clauses more tightly, a 
colon would be appropriate instead of the semicolon.

Test Yourself 11.3: Subject–Verb Agreement (Page 312)

ExamplE: The controversies surrounding the placement of Arthur 
Ashe’s statue in Richmond was difficult for the various fac-
tions to resolve.

problEm: The grammatical subject of the main clause (controversies) 
is plural; the verb (was) is singular.

possiblE 

corrEctions:
The controversies surrounding the placement of Arthur 
Ashe’s statue in Richmond were difficult for the various fac-
tions to resolve (or, The controversy… was).

commEnt: An error of this kind is encouraged by two factors: the 
distance of the verb from the subject and the presence of interven-
ing prepositional phrases that use singular objects, either of which a 
writer might mistake for the grammatical subject of the main clause.

Test Yourself 11.4: Faulty Predication (Page 314)

ExamplE: The subject of learning disabilities are difficult to identify 
accurately.

problEm: The predicate matches the object of the preposition (learn-
ing disabilities) rather than the subject of the main clause (subject).

possiblE 

corrEctions:
Learning disabilities are difficult to identify accurately.

commEnt: Omitting the abstract opening (The subject of) enables the 
predicate (are) to fit the new grammatical subject (disabilities).

Test Yourself 11.5: Pronoun–Antecedent Agreement (Page 314)

ExamplE: Every dog has its day, but all too often when that day hap-
pens, they can be found barking up the wrong tree.

problEm: The plural pronoun they that is the grammatical subject of 
the second clause does not have a plural antecedent in the sentence.

possiblE 

corrEction:
Every dog has its day, but all too often when that day hap-
pens, the dog can be found barking up the wrong tree.

Copyright 2015 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).

Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



336 Appendix

commEnt: If a writer vigilantly checks all pronouns, he or she will 
identify the intended antecedent of the pronoun they to be the singu-
lar dog, and will revise accordingly. The sentence would still be incor-
rect if the pronoun it were used instead of the repeated dog because it 
could refer to the nearest preceding noun, day.

Test Yourself 11.6: Ambiguous Reference (Page 315)

1. ExamplE: Alexander the Great’s father, Philip of Macedon, died when 
he was twenty-six.

problEm: A reader can’t be sure whether he refers to Alexander or to 
Philip.

possiblE 

corrEction:
Alexander the Great’s father, Philip of Macedon, died at the 
age of twenty-six.

commEnt: The correction rewords to remove the ambiguous pronoun. 
This solution is less awkward than repeating Philip in place of he, 
though that would also be correct.

2. ExamplE: The committee could not look into the problem because it 
was too involved.

problEm: A reader can’t be sure whether it refers to the committee or to 
the problem.

possiblE 

corrEction:
The committee was too involved with other matters to look 
into the problem.

commEnt: As with the previous example, rewording to eliminate the 
ambiguous pronoun is usually the best solution.

Test Yourself 11.7: Broad Reference (Page 316)

1. ExamplE: Regardless of whether the film is foreign or domestic, they 
can be found in your neighborhood video store.

problEm: The plural pronoun they does not have a plural antecedent 
in the sentence.

possiblE 

corrEction:
Regardless of whether the film is foreign or domestic, it can 
be found in your neighborhood video store.

commEnt: Although the sentence offers two options for films, the 
word film is singular and so, as antecedent, requires a singular pro-
noun (it). It is probably worth noting here that it would still be correct 
even if the original sentence began, “Regardless of whether the film 
is a foreign film or a domestic film.” The rule for compound subjects 
that use an either/or construction is as follows: the number (singu-
lar or plural) of the noun or pronoun that follows or determines the 
number of the verb. Compare the following two examples: “Either
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several of his aides or the candidate is going to speak” and “Either the 
candidate or several of his aides are going to speak.”

2. ExamplE: Many experts now claim that dogs and other higher mam-
mals dream; for those who don’t own such pets, this is often 
difficult to believe.

problEm: The referent of the pronoun this is unclear. Precisely what 
is difficult to believe—that mammals dream or that experts would 
make such a claim?

possiblE 

corrEction:
Many experts now claim that dogs and other higher mam-
mals dream; for those who don’t own such pets, this claim is 
often difficult to believe.

commEnt: Often the best way to fix a problem with broad reference 
produced by use of this as a pronoun is to attach this to the noun to 
which it refers, as in “this book.” As a rule, when you find an isolated 
this in your draft, ask and answer the question “This what?”

Test Yourself 11.8: Modification Errors (Page 317)

1. ExamplE: After eating their sandwiches, the steamboat left the dock.

problEm: This is a dangling participle—the grammar of the sentence 
conveys that the steamboat ate their sandwiches.

possiblE 

corrEctions:
After the girls ate their sandwiches, the steamboat left the 
dock. Or, After eating their sandwiches, the girls boarded the 
steamboat, and it left the dock.

commEnt: The two corrections model the two ways of remedying 
most dangling participles. Both provide an antecedent (the girls) 
for the pronoun their. The first correction eliminates the participial 
phrase and substitutes a subordinate clause. The second correction 
adds to the existing main clause (steamboat left) another one (girls 
boarded) for the participial phrase to modify appropriately.

2. ExamplE: The social workers saw an elderly woman on a bus with a 
cane standing up.

problEm: Misplaced modifiers create the problems in this sentence, 
which implies that the bus possessed a cane that was standing up. 
The problem exemplified here is produced by the series of preposi-
tional phrases—“on a bus with a cane”—followed by the participial 
phrase standing up, which is used as an adjective and intended to 
modify woman.

possiblE 

corrEction:
The social workers saw an elderly woman on a bus. She was 
standing up with the help of a cane.
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commEnt: Writers often try to cram too much into sentences, pil-
ing on the prepositions. The best remedy is sometimes to break up 
the sentence, a move that usually involves eliminating prepositions, 
which possess a sludgy kind of movement, and adding verbs, which 
possess more distinct movement.

3. ExamplE: Crossing the street, a car hit the pedestrian.

problEm: The dangling participle (Crossing the street) does not have 
a word to modify in the sentence. The sentence conveys that the car 
crossed the street.

possiblE 

corrEctions:
Crossing the street, the pedestrian was hit by a car. Or: As 
the pedestrian crossed the street, a car hit him.

commEnt: The first solution brings the participial phrase closest to 
the noun it modifies (pedestrian). The second converts the participle 
into the verb (crossed) of a dependent as clause and moves pedestrian 
into the clause as the subject for that verb. As in the steamboat exam-
ple, one correction provides an appropriate noun for the participial 
phrase to modify, and the other eliminates the participle.

Test Yourself 11.9: Possessive Apostrophes (Page 318)

ExamplE: The womens movement has been misunderstood by many 
of its detractors.

problEm: The possessive apostrophe for womens is missing. The tricki-
ness here in inserting the apostrophe is that this word is already 
plural.

possiblE 

corrEction:
The women’s movement has been misunderstood by many 
of its detractors.

commEnt: Because the word is already plural, it takes a simple “–’s” to 
indicate a movement belonging to women—not “–s’” (womens’).

Test Yourself 11.10: Comma Errors (Page 320)

pairEd 

ExamplEs:
The book which I had read a few years ago contained a lot of 
outdated data.

The book that I had read a few years ago contained a lot of 
outdated data.

problEm: In the first example, the modifying clause “which I had read 
a few years ago” is nonrestrictive: it could be omitted without chang-
ing the essential meaning of the sentence. Therefore, it needs to be 
enclosed in commas—as the which signals.

possiblE 

corrEction:
The book, which I had read a few years ago, contained a lot 
of outdated data.
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commEnt: The second example in the pair is correct as it stands. The 
restrictive clause, “that I had read a few years ago,” does not take com-
mas around it because the information it gives readers is an essential part 
of the meaning of book. That is, it refers to not just any book read a few 
years ago, as in the first example in the pair, but rather specifies the one 
containing outdated data. “The book that I had read a few years ago” thus 
functions as what is known as a noun phrase.

Test Yourself 11.11: Spelling/Diction Errors (Page 322)

ExamplE: Its not sufficiently acknowledged that the behavior of public 
officials is not just an ethical issue but one that effects the 
sale of newspapers and commercial bytes in television news.  
When public officials don’t do what their supposed to do, 
than their sure to face the affects of public opinion—if they 
get caught—because there are dollars to be made. Its that 
simple: money more then morality is calling the tune in the 
way that the press treats it’s superstars.

problEms: The paragraph confuses the paired terms discussed under 
BWE 9. It mistakes

its for it’s before not sufficiently.

effects for affects before the sale.

their for they’re before supposed.

than for then before their sure.

their for they’re before sure.

affects for effects before of public opinion.

its for it’s before that simple.

then for than before morality.

it’s for its before superstars.

possiblE 

corrEction:
It’s not sufficiently acknowledged that the behavior of public 
officials is not just an ethical issue but one that affects the 
sale of newspapers and commercial bytes in television news. 
When public officials don’t do what they’re supposed to do, 
then they’re sure to face the effects of public opinion—if 
they get caught—because there are dollars to be made. It’s 
that simple: money more than morality is calling the tune 
in the way that the press treats its superstars.

commEnt: If you confuse similar words, the only solution is to memo-
rize the differences and consciously check your drafts for any prob-
lems until habit takes hold.
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  341

Absolutes, 279–280 
Abstract diction, 291–292
Abstraction ladder, 13, 291
Abstract(s)

compilations of, 208
preparing, 198–200, 205
science, 232

Abstract words, 13
Academic ASAP/Onefile, 215, 217
Academic Search Premier, 209, 215, 217
Academic writing

conclusions, 240–251
introductions, 236–240, 243–251
organizing strategies, 234–236
paragraphs, 251–259
structure of, 231–234
transitions, 259–261

The Academy of American Poets, 213
Active reading, 41
Active verbs, 286–287

thesis statements and, 152,  
154–155

Active voice, 287–289
Additive transitions, 260
Ad hominem argument, 141
Adjective clause, 279
Adjectives, 267, 278

concrete vs. evaluative, 290–291
defined, 327
predicate, 268

Ad populum argument, 141
Adverb clauses, 279
Adverbs, 278

conjunctive, 269–270, 311, 328
defined, 327

“affect” vs. “effect,” 323
After this, therefore because of this 

fallacy, 142–143
Agency, 113
Agenda, of source, 207
Agree/disagree, 80–81
Ambiguous reference, 315
American Psychological 

Association. See APA 
(American Psychological 
Association) style

Among vs. between, 324–325
Analogy, 127

false, 141–142
Analysis

analytical frame of mind, 1
of audience, 55–56
defining, 2–3
distinguishing argument from, 

4–5, 8–10
distinguishing from summary, 

expressive writing, and 
argument, 4–10

ethos and, 9–10
five analytical moves, 16–33
as form of detective work, 36
personal associations and, 35–36
process of, 3–4
reasons faculty want, 2

Analytical writing, 4
Analyzing Prose (Lanham), 281, 297
Anaphora, 283
“and,” 269
Anderson, Sam, 61
Annotated bibliographies, 208
Anomalies, 134

locating, 26–32
Anticlimax, in conclusion, 243
Antithesis, 285
Anything Goes School of 

Interpretation, 125
APA (American Psychological 

Association) style, 207, 220–223
Apostrophes, possessive, 325–326

errors in use of, 306, 318–319
Application, passage-based 

freewriting and, 49
Appositives, 279–280
Archives, of older periodicals, 217
Argument(s), 72

ad hominem, 141
Aristotelian model of, 97–98, 100
bandwagon (ad populum), 141
distinguishing from analysis, 

4–5, 8–10
opinion vs., 12
Rogerian, 100–101
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Argument(s) (Continued)
rules of, 96–101
Toulmin model of, 98–100

Aristotle, 97
Art Full Text, 208, 218
Articles. See Journal articles
Arts and Letters Daily, 212–213
Asking “so what?”, 23–26
Assumptions

naturalizing, 12
passage-based freewriting and, 50
in source, 186
uncovering, 56–58

Audience
analysis of, 55–56
pan, track, and zoom and, 113
style and, 296–302

Author-date format, 221
Author-page format, 221
Autobiographical writing, 4

Backing, 100
Backspacing, 216, 228
“bad,” 290–291
Ballenger, Bruce, 148
Bandwagon (ad populum) 

argument, 141
Banking model of education, 40
Barbie dolls, 123–124
Bartholomae, David, 55
Basic writing errors (BWEs)

comma errors, 306, 319–321
comma splices, 306, 309–312
concept of, 305–306
correctness vs. usage, 306, 323–327
faulty predication, 306, 314
fused (run-on) sentences, 306, 

309–312
misplaced modifiers/dangling 

participles, 306, 317–318
possessive apostrophe errors, 

306, 318–319
pronoun reference errors, 306, 

314–317
sentence fragments, 306, 307–309
spelling/diction errors, 306, 321–323
subject-verb agreement errors, 

306, 312–314
Bauerlein, Mark, 26
Beardsley, Monroe, 265
Beck, Aaron, 14

Becker, Alton, 255
Begging the question (circular 

reasoning), 141
Begley, Adam, 187, 190
Between vs. among, 324–325
Bias, of source, 207
Bibliographic research, 209
Bibliographies

annotated, 208
evaluating sources and, 228

Binary oppositions (binaries), 27, 
80, 134

collapsing, 61
reformulating, 60–63
tracking, in reading, 58–59

Bird by Bird (Lamott), 20
Blau, Sheridan, 45, 47
Blink (Gladwell), 196
Blogs, as sources, 213–214
Body paragraphs, 251
Book reviews, 209
Books

commonplace, 53
end-of-text citation

Chicago style, 223, 224
CSE style, 225, 226
MLA style, 227

footnote/endnote citation, 223
in-text citation

APA style, 221–222
CSE style, 224

as sources, 209–210
Booth, Wayne, 100–101
Borick, Christopher, 61–62, 138–139

on framing research questions 
and hypotheses, 246–247

Brackets, adding to quotation 
using, 198

Broad reference, 316
Buber, Martin, 80
Burke, Edmund, 187
Burtynsky, Edward, 24
Bush, George W., 134
Business Source Elite/Premier, 208, 218
“but,” 269
BWEs. See Basic writing errors (BWEs)

Cannon, Kelly, 207
Canterbury Tales (Chaucer), 77
“can” vs. “may,” 324
Carrell, Steve, 67
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Cause
false, 142–143
mistaking correlation for, 143

Census bureau website, 212
Chaucer, Geoffrey, 77
Chiasmus, 285
Chicago Manual of Style, 220
Chicago style, 207, 220–221, 223–224
Christensen, Francis, 257
The Chronicle of Higher Education, 213
Circular reasoning, 141
Citation(s). See also Quotations

end-of-text, 225, 226, 227
footnote/endnote, 223–224
integrating in literature 

review, 248
integrating sources, 196–198
in-text, 221–222, 224, 226, 227
journal articles (See Journal articles)

Citation-sequence system, 221, 226
Cited References, 226
Claim(s)

deduction and induction 
and, 101–103

evidence and, 89–94
distinguishing between, 91–92

marking in draft, 116
organizing, 115–117
thesis based on personal 

conviction, 178–179
thesis making overly broad, 179
thesis statement without, 176
in Toulmin model, 99
unsubstantiated, 90–91

Classification pattern, 253
Clause(s), 266

adjective, 279
adverb, 279
defined, 327
dependent, 271, 327–328, 330
emphasis and order of, 277–278
independent, 271, 327
main, 266, 327
relative, 275, 278–280
subordinate, 308

“Clichés” (Ricks), 184–185
Climactic order, 234, 277
Climatic sentences, 281
Colabroy, Keri

on conclusions in scientific 
papers, 250

on ethos and style in scientific 
writing, 251

on introductions in sciences, 247
on lab report format, 232
on sentences in scientific 

papers, 248–249
on sentence style, 299

Colloquial style, 299–300
Collusion, 202
Colon(s), 276

correcting fragments using,  
308–309

use of quotations and, 197
The Columbia History of American 

Poetry, 199–200
Comma errors, 306, 319–321
Comma(s), 275–276

conjunctive adverbs and, 328
with restrictive and 

nonrestrictive modifiers, 
274–275

shape of sentences and, 273–275
use of quotations and, 197

Comma splice, 272, 306, 309–312
with conjunctive adverbs, 311
cures for, 310
defined, 328

Commonplace book, 53
Comparative definition, 87
Comparison, 205–206
Comparison/contrast, 81–84,  

234–235
“The Competition” (Falconer), 

131–137
Complaint, 54–56
Complement, 268
Complex sentence, 271–273
Complications, marking in draft, 

116–117
Compound predicates, 270–271
Compound sentence, 269
.com sites, 211, 228
Conceptual revision, 165
Concessions, 235–236
Conclusion(s), 240–251

anticlimax in, 243
evolving thesis as, 160–161
interpretative, 120, 135–136
new point in, 242–243
observation, implication and, 

256–257
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Conclusion(s) (Continued)
from observations, 134–135
overstatement in, 243
in 5-paragraph form, 109, 110
pushing observations to, 21–26
redundancy in, 242
in sciences, 249–251
syllogism, 97
thesis and, 149, 151
typical problems in, 242–243

Concrete adjectives, 290–291
Concrete diction, 291–292
Concrete words, 13
Conjunctions, 328

coordinating, 269, 328
correlative, 269–270
subordinating, 272, 273, 328, 330

Conjunctive adverbs, 269–270, 
311, 328

Conner, Ted, on critical reading, 44
Conrad, Joseph, 85–86
Constellating evidence, 114
Constitutive theory of language, 41
Context

interpretive, 119, 120–124
introductory, 245–247
meaning and, 119, 120–124

Contradictions, in source, 186
Contrast, identifying patterns of, 

133–134
Conventional wisdom, thesis 

restating, 177–178
Conversational vs. formal style, 327
Conversing with sources, 183–185, 

191–194, 200–201, 203–206
Coordinate paragraphs, 257–259
Coordinate structures, 269–270
Coordinating conjunctions, 269, 328
Coordination, 329
Correlation, mistaking for 

cause, 143
Correlative conjunctions, 269–270
Corroboration, 90
Council of Science Editors. See CSE 

(Council of Science Editors) 
style

Coverage model, 86
Critique, writing, 42–44
CSA (Cambridge Scientific 

Abstracts) Sociological 
Abstracts, 208, 209, 210, 218

CSE (Council of Science Editors) 
style, 207, 220–221, 224–226

Culmination, 241
Cumulative style, 282–283

The Dancers (Kersh), 122, 123
Dangling participles, 306, 317–318
Darwin, Charles, 77, 191–192
Dash(es), 276–277

correcting fragments using, 
308–309

pair of, 276–277
Data

interpreting statistical, 137–140
in Toulmin model, 99

Databases
subject-specific, 218
subscriber-only, 214–216, 217

Dearborn, Karen, on the all-purpose 
thesis statement, 155–156

Debate-style argument, analysis 
vs., 8–9

Deduction, 101–103
thesis and, 157–158, 159–160

Defamiliarization, 16
Definition, 84–86, 286

beginning introduction with, 
239–240

comparative, 87
strategies to make more 

analytical, 84–86
Demonstrations

1 on 10 and, 105
weak thesis statement as, 156

Demonstrative pronouns, 267, 279
Dependent clause, 271, 327–328, 330
Deresiewicz, William, 36
Description, as form of analysis, 6–7
Details, in evidence, 92–94
Development, in paragraph, 251
Dialects, 313–314
Dickinson, Emily, 10
Diction

abstract, 291–292
concrete, 291–292
errors in, 294, 306, 321–323
inflated, 300–301
jargon, 301–302
Latinate, 292
“right” and “wrong” words, 293–296
thesis statement and, 155
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Dictionaries, 293–294
specialized, 208
usage panel and, 324

Difference
within similarity, 82–84
similarity despite, 83–84

Different from vs. different than, 325
Digression, in introduction, 238
Directional indicators, transitions 

and, 260
Direct object, 267, 329
Directory of Open Access Journals, 212
Disciplinary formats, 230

sciences, 230, 231–233
10 on 1 and, 108–109

Disciplines. See also Humanities; 
Natural sciences; Social 
sciences

introductions and conclusions 
across, 243–251

making interpretation plausible 
across, 137–140

paragraph patterns, 253–254
research across, 217–220

Discussion section, in sciences, 
249–250

Disraeli, Benjamin, 293
Dissertation Abstracts, 199
Division pattern, 253
Dobbins, Zachary, 100
Documentation styles. See also 

APA style; Chicago style; CSE 
style; MLA style

distinguishing among, 211
similarities/differences of,  

210–211
Domain names, 211–212
Douglas, Kate, 195–196
Drafts

exploratory, 165–171
tracking thesis statements in 

finished, 172–175

“each,” subject-verb agreement 
and, 312–313

Ebonics, 313
EBSCO, 215
Economist, 212
Edelman, Laura

on introductions in sciences, 
247–248

on scientific format, 233
on use of statistical evidence, 

139–140
.edu sites, 211, 228
Effects, false cause, 142–143
“effect” vs. “affect,” 323
Einstein, Albert, 128
Elbow, Peter, 21, 45
Electronic sources

evaluating, 214, 216–217, 228
locating, 211–215, 216–217

Elements, restrictive vs. 
nonrestrictive, 320–321

Elements of Style (Strunk & 
White), 265

The Elizabethan World Picture 
(Tillyard), 193

Ellipses, to shorten quotations, 
197–198

Embedding, 279
Embedding modifiers, 278–280
Emphasis

expletives and, 290
ordering sentences for, 277–278
periodic sentence and, 280–282

Encyclopedias, specialized, 208
Endnote citations, 223–224
End-of-text citations

CSE style, 225, 226
MLA style, 227

Enthymemes, 97–98, 117
Equivocation, 141
ERIC, 208, 209, 218
Errors & Expectations 

(Shaughnessy), 305
Essay, from passage-based 

freewriting to formal, 50
Ethos, 296–302

analysis and, 9–10
in scientific writing, 251

Etymology, 293
Evaluative adjectives, 290–291
Evaluative words, 12
Evidence

claims and, 89–94
distinguishing between, 91–92

constellating, 114
deduction and, 101–103
details and, 92–94
framing assumptions and, 94–96
functions of, 90
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Evidence (Continued)
induction and, 101–103
marking in draft, 116
relevance of, 94–96
testing definition against, 84–85
thesis and, 147, 157, 166, 167–170
updating thesis and, 260

Examples, leading with second-
best, 240

Explanations, reformulating, 32–33
Expletives, 289–290
Exploratory drafts, 165–171
Exploratory writing, 20–21
Expressive writing, distinguishing 

analysis from, 4–5, 6–7

Fact, thesis that is statement  
of, 176–177

Falconer, Ian, 131–137
Fallacies, logical, 140–144
False analogy, 141–142
False cause, 142–143
Faulty parallelism, 284
Faulty predication, 306, 314
Ferrelli, Dana, 29
“fewer” vs. “less,” 324
Fieldwork

reformulating binaries, 62–63
uncovering assumptions, 58

Figurative logic, 126–129
First person, 297–299
Fish, Stanley, 120–121
Five-paragraph form, 15, 109–111

outline for, 112
rehabilitating, 111–112

Footnote citations, 223–224
Formal style, 299–300

vs. conversational, 327
Formats. See also Disciplinary 

formats
functions of, 229–231
organizing strategies, 234–236

Forster, E. M., 20
Fortune Cookie School of 

Interpretation, 125
Foucault, Michel, 28–29
Frames, 54, 65
Framing assumptions, evidence 

and, 95–96
Franzen, Jonathan, 63
Freewriting, 20–21

finding and interpreting topics 
using, 75

passage-based focused, 48–53, 75
rules for, 21

Freshman omniscience, 244
Freud, Sigmund, 28–29, 82
Friere, Paolo, 40
Full text, 217
Fused (run-on) sentences, 306,  

309–312, 329, 330

Gale Cengage, 215
Gambino, Jack, 23–24

on arguments vs. opinions, 12
on conclusions, 241–242
on introductory context, 246
on procedural openings, 245
on questions of relevance and 

methodology, 95–96
Gender, usage as marker for, 327
Generalizations, 91

analysis and, 4
hasty, 143
quotations and, 187

Generalizing, 12–13
cures for, 13

“A Generative Rhetoric of the 
Paragraph” (Christensen), 257

Gerunds, 268, 307–308, 331
Gist, reading for, 39–41
Gladstone, William, 293
Gladwell, Malcolm, 28, 196
“good,” 290–291

vs. “well,” 324
Google, 213, 216
Google Scholar, 214, 218
Gore, Al, 134
.gov sites, 211–212, 228
Grammar rules, 323–327
Grammatical closure, 280–281
Grammatical tension, 277
Grammatical terms, glossary  

of, 327–331
Gray, Loretta, 290
The Great Gatsby (Fitzgerald), 17
Greenblatt, Stephen, 187, 190

Habits of mind, counterproductive, 
10–16

Harper, Molly, 52
Hasty generalization, 143

Copyright 2015 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).

Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



 Index 347

Heaney, Seamus, 227
Heart of Darkness (Conrad), 85
Heron, Sean, 48
Heuristic function of formats, 

230–231
Heuristics, 2
Hidden meanings, implications 

vs., 125–131
Historical Abstracts, 209, 218
Hosoe, Eikoh, 121
“however,” 311
Hughes, Langston, 50–51
Humanities

evidence in, 95
interpretation in, 137
introductions in, 244–245
opaque style and, 297
paraphrasing in, 46, 188
quoting in, 188
thesis statements and, 151
writing format, 230

Hume, David, 143
Hypotactic, 272
Hypothesis

evolving thesis as, 160–161
framing, 246–247
working, 151, 237

“I”
use of, 264, 297–299
vs. “me,” 326

ICANN (Internet Corporation 
for Assigned Names and 
Numbers), 211

Ideas
generating, 28–29
sources as stimulus for, 185–186
thesis statements and, 148–149

Illocutionary force, 53
Illustration, in paragraph, 255
“implication,” 21–22
Implications, 256–257

hidden meaning vs., 125–131
inferred from observations, 25
paraphrasing and, 48
passage-based freewriting  

and, 49
pursuing, in conclusion, 241

IMRAD format, 158, 231, 232–233
In Bruges, 172–175
Incoherence, in introduction, 238

“In Defense of Distraction” 
(Anderson), 61

Independent clause, 271, 327
Indexes, 208, 209, 228
Indirect object, 267
Induction, 101–103

thesis and, 157–159
“inference,” 21–22
Infinitive, 330
Inflated diction, 300–301
Intensifiers, 290–291
Intention, as interpretive context, 

122–123
“interesting,” 18
Interpretation

Anything Goes School of, 125
avoiding extremes, 124–125
common logical fallacies, 140–144
context and, 119, 120–124
Fortune Cookie School of, 125
implications vs. hidden 

meanings, 125–131
making, 131–137
metaphors and, 126–129
passage-based freewriting and, 49
plausibility of, 119–120, 136–137

across the curriculum, 137–140
plausible vs. implausible, 120
seems to be about X, but could 

also be about Y, 129–131
of statistical data, 137–140
what is and what isn’t meant to 

be analyzed, 123–124
The Interpretation of Dreams 

(Freud), 82
Interpretive community, 121
Interpretive conclusion, 120
Interpretive context, 119, 120–124

intention as, 122–123
selecting, 134–135
of thesis, 150, 167

In-text citation
APA style, 221–222
citation sequence system, 226
CSE style, 224
MLA style, 227

Intransitive verbs, 267–268, 286, 289
Introduction(s), 236–240

beginnings of, 239–240
in humanities, 244–245
in 5-paragraph form, 109, 110
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Introduction(s) (Continued)
procedural openings, 245
questions answered in, 237
in sciences, 237, 247–249
thesis and, 149, 150–151
typical problems in, 238–239

Introductory phrase, comma 
after, 319

“Inventing the University” 
(Bartholomae), 55

Invention, 2
ipl2, 212, 220
Isocolon, 283
Issues, putting in context,  

245–247
ITHAKA, 215
“it is,” 289–290
“it’s” vs. “its,” 322

Jane Eyre (Brontë), 58
Jargon, 301–302
Jefferson, Thomas, 48
Johns Hopkins University Press, 

212, 215
Journal articles

end-of-text citation
Chicago style, 224
CSE style, 225, 226
MLA style, 227

footnote/endnote citation, 223
in-text citation

APA style, 221–222, 223
CSE style, 224

as sources, 209–210
title abbreviations, 225, 226

Journals, indexes of scholarly, 209
JSTOR, 209, 215, 217
Judgment, 11

cures for, 11–12
suspending, 16–17

Judgment reflex, 11–12

Kairos, 54
“Kamaitachi,” 121–122
Kavanagh, Patrick, 227
Keats, John, 14
Kennedy, John F., 129
Kersh, Sarah, 122, 123
Key words, 254
“The Kind of People Who Make 

Good Americans” (Kozol), 68

King Lear (Shakespeare), 26
Kirkpatrick, Jeane, 178, 179
Kolln, Martha, 290
Kozol, Wendy, 68
Kristeller, Paul, 192–193, 194
Kunstler, James Howard, 59

Lab reports, 231, 232, 253–254
Lacan, Jacques, 82
Ladder of abstraction, 13, 291
Lakoff, George, 126
Lamott, Anne, 20
Language

constitutive theory of, 41
figurative, 126–129
jargon, 301–302
politics of, 296
transparent theory of, 40–41, 

263–264
Lanham, Richard, 281, 285, 297
Latinate diction, 292
Leave It to Beaver (television 

program), 123
Length, of paragraph, 252–253
Leno, Jay, 66–67
“less” vs. “fewer,” 324
“Let’s End Thesis Tyranny” 

(Ballenger), 148
Life magazine, 68
Limitations, identifying in 

conclusion, 241
Linking verbs, 268
Listing, as thesis shape, 152, 154
Literature review, integration of 

citations in, 248
The Literature Workshop (Blau), 46
Lodge, David, 16
Logic, 36

figurative, 126–129
of metaphor, 127–129
of sentences, 265–280

Logical fallacies, glossary of 
common, 140–144

Logos, 9

MacArthur, Douglas, 82
MacGowan, Christopher, 199–200
Main clause, 266, 327
Marshall, James

on avoiding strong claims in 
introduction, 239
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on hypothesis in natural and 
social sciences, 161

Martin Luther King, Jr.: A True 
Historical Examination 
(website), 211

Marx, Karl, 85
“may” vs. “can,” 324
McCain, John, 66–67
McDonagh, Martin, 172
Meaning(s)

context and, 119, 120–124
evidence and, 120
implications vs. hidden, 125–131
shades of, 293–296
social determination of, 124
style vs., 263–265

Las Meninas (Velázquez), 161–175
Metaphors

logic of, 127–128
reasoning with, 126–129

Metasites, 218–219
The Method, 26–32

identifying patterns of repetition 
and contrast using, 133–134

on a poem, 29–31
steps of, 27–28
troubleshooting, 31–32

“me,” vs. “I,” 326
Misplaced modifiers, 317–318
Misspellings, 321–323
MLA Handbook for Writers of Research 

Papers, 220
MLA (Modern Language 

Association) index, 208, 209
MLA (Modern Language Association) 

style, 207, 220–221, 227
Modern Dogma and the Rhetoric of 

Dissent (Booth), 101
Modern Language Association. See 

under MLA
Modifiers, 278

embedding, 278–280
misplaced, 306, 317–318
nonrestrictive, 274–275
restrictive, 274–275

Moment, 54–56
More, Thomas, 178, 179
More Than Cool Reason, a Field Guide 

to Poetic Metaphor (Lakoff & 
Turner), 126

Multitasking, 40

Name-year (author-date) 
system, 221

Narrative, exemplifying topic 
with, 240

Narrative organization, 253–254
Natural sciences

conclusions in, 249–251
evidence in, 95
interpretation in, 137
interpretive context and, 120
introductions in, 237, 247–249
sentence style in, 299
sources and, 194–195
statistical data in, 137
thesis in, 151, 156, 158, 160–161
transparent style and, 297
use of passive voice in, 288
writing format of, 230, 231–233

Negative capability, 14
“The Negro Artist and the Racial 

Mountain” (Hughes), 50–51
New Scientist, 195
Newspaper visuals, doing 10 on 

1 with, 108
Newsweek, 207
The New Yorker, 212

interpretation of cover, 32, 131–137
Niesenbaum, Richard, on using 

first person, 298
Nietzsche, Friedrich, 182
Nonrestrictive element, 320
Nonrestrictive modifiers, 274–275
Non sequitur, 143
Norling, Frederick

on conclusions, 241–242
on quality sources, 210

Notice & focus, 17–18
Notice/noticing

learning to, 15–16
rhetorical analysis and, 19–20

Noun clause, as fragment, 307
Noun phrase, 329
Nouns, 329

styles, 285–293
in thesis statements, 152, 154–155

Obama, Barack, 52, 129, 188
Object

direct, 267, 329
indirect, 267
of the preposition, 329
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O’Brien, Conan, 65–66
Observations, 256–257

freewriting and, 20–21
pushing to conclusions, 21–26, 

134–135
OED. See Oxford English 

Dictionary (OED)
“Official” style, 285, 296
1 on 10, 103–105

5-paragraph form and, 109–112
organizing papers using, 105
superficial thinking and, 105
thesis and, 157

“On Political Labels” (Borick),  
61–62

Opaque style, 297
Opinions, arguments vs., 12
Organization, narrative, 253–254
Organizing claim, 115–117
Organizing contrasts, 27
Organizing strategies, 234–236
.org sites, 211
Orwell, George, 296
Othello (Shakespeare), 179
“The Other You” (Douglas), 195–196
Outline, for 5-paragraph form, 112
Overpersonalizing, 12
Oversimplification/

overgeneralization, 143
Overstatement, in conclusion, 243
Oxford English Dictionary (OED), 

87, 293, 324

Pair of dashes, 276–277
Pan, track and zoom, 112–114
Paper(s)

based on 10 on 1, 109–117
integrating sources into, 196–198
organizing, 106, 114–115
reaction, 77–80
scientific, 248–249, 250

Paragraph(s), 251–259
body, 251
coordinate, 257–259
development in, 251
length of, 252–253
patterns of, 253–254
sentences in, 254, 255–256
structure of, 255–259
subordinate, 257–259
unity in, 251

Parallel structure (parallelism), 
254, 283–285

antithesis, 285
chiasmus, 285
faulty, 284

Paramedic method, 285
Paraphrasing, 46–48

in paragraph, 255
of sources, 186, 188–189

Paratactic, 272
Parentheses, commas acting as, 274
Parenthetical element, commas 

around, 320
Participial phrase, 329
Participles, 330–331

dangling, 306, 317–318
Passage-based focused freewriting 

(PBFF), 48–53, 75
examples, 50–52
to formal essay, 50

Passive voice, 287–289
Patefield, James, 172–175
Pathos, 9
PBFF. See Passage-based focused 

freewriting (PBFF)
Period, 275
Periodicals

archives of, 217
indexes of scholarly, 209
journal articles (See Journal 

articles)
Periodic styles, 280–282
Person, 297–299
Personal associations, analysis 

and, 35–36
Personality and Social Psychology 

Bulletin, 248
Personal response paper, 77–80

strategies for making more 
analytical, 78–80

Petraeus, David, 82
Phrase(s)

defined, 329
noun, 329
participial, 329
prepositional, 329
relative, 278–280
verb, 329

Phrase searching, 216
Pitch, 54–56
Plagiarism, 200–201
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frequently asked questions, 
201–203

Plausibility, 119–120
across the curriculum, 137–140

Pointing, 45
Poisoning the well, 143
Politics, figurative language of, 129
“Politics and the English Language” 

(Orwell), 296
Politics of language, 296
Possessive apostrophes, 325–326

errors in use of, 306, 318–319
Post hoc, ergo propter hoc, 142–143
Poteet, Ellen, on recognition of 

thesis, 152
Practical reasoning, 100–101
Predicate adjective, 268
Predicates, 266–267, 329, 330

compound, 270–271
Prejudgment, in introduction, 

238–239
Preposition, 329

ending sentence with, 325
object of, 329

Prepositional phrase, 326, 329
Prescriptive style manuals, 264–265
Primary sources, 182
Print corollaries, 212
Problematizing, 85
Problem-oriented writing, 231
Procedural openings, 245
Productive thesis, 147
Project Muse, 209, 212, 215, 217
Pronoun-antecedent 

agreement, 314
Pronouns, 330

demonstrative, 267, 279
reference errors, 306, 314–317
relative, 267, 275, 279
sexism and use of, 316–317

Proof, 90
Proofreading, 306
ProQuest Central, 215, 217
Prospectus, 204
PsycInfo, 209, 218
Publication Manual of the American 

Psychological Association, 220
PubMed, 208, 209, 218
Punctuation marks, 275–277. See 

also individual marks
quotations and, 197–198

Queries, passage-based freewriting 
and, 50

Question(s)
answered in introductions, 237
beginning writing assignments 

with, 74
for conclusions in scientific 

papers, 249
phrasing thesis statement as, 155
putting in context, 245–247
reformulating, 32–33
research, 214, 246–247
shifting from “what?” to “how?” 

and “why?”, 85–86
studying wording of topics for 

unstated, 73
using sources to ask, 189–191

Quotations
commonplace book and, 53
integrating into paper, 45, 196–198

splicing into own words,  
196–197

using ellipses to shorten, 
197–198
using square brackets to add 

to, 198
of sources, 186–189, 196–198

Rabe, Barry, 138–139
Ranking, 17–18
Reaction paper, 77–80
Reading

active, 41
becoming conversant, 39–41
critical, 44
doing 10 on 1 with, 108
focus on individual sentences 

in, 44–53
for gist, 39–41
against the grain, 58
as lens, 63–68
as physical activity, 40
situating rhetorically, 53–56
structure of thinking in, 56–63
sympathetic (reading with the 

grain), 41
writing critique, 42–44

Reasoning
circular, 141
deductive, 101–109
from evidence, 89–96
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Reasoning (Continued)
inductive, 101–109
with metaphors, 126–129
practical, 100–101
syllogistic, 97–98
Toulmin model of, 98–100

“A Reason to Believe” (Borick & 
Rabe), 138–139

Recursive thinking, 60
Red herring, 143
Reductive thinking, 80
Redundancy, in conclusions, 242
Reference

ambiguous, 315
broad, 316

References (bibliographic)
APA style, 222
Chicago style, 224
CSE style, 225, 226
MLA style, 227
sources, 208–209

Refutations, 235–236
Relative clauses, 275, 278–280
Relative pronouns, 267, 275, 279
Relevance, evidence and, 95–96
Renaissance Thought (Kristeller), 192
Repetition

identifying patterns of, 133–134
parallelism and, 284
patterns of, 26–32

Representativeness of example, 
10 on 1 and, 106–107

Research
bibliographic, 209
composing sequence, 203
getting started, 207–208
productive, 217–220
reference sources, 208–209

Research questions
asking right, 214
framing, 246–247

Responses
personal, 77–80
suspecting first, 73–74

Restriction, 255
Restrictive dependent clause, 267
Restrictive element, 320–321
Restrictive modifiers, 274–275
“Revealing,” 18
Revising Prose (Lanham), 285
Revision

conceptual, 165
differences within similarity, 82–84
thesis, 165, 171–172
weak thesis statement, 154–155

Rhetoric, 1–2
situating reading rhetorically, 

53–56
Rhetorical analysis, noticing 

and, 19–20
Rhetorical awareness, 229
Rhetorical function of formats, 230
Rhetorical Grammar (Kolln & 

Gray), 290
Ricks, Christopher, 184–185
Rogerian argument, 100–101
Rogers, Carl, 11, 100–101
Rudd, Paul, 65–66, 67
Rules of argument, 96–101
Run-on sentences, 306, 309–312, 

329, 330

Salon.com, 212
Scholarly journals, indexes of, 209
Scholes, Robert, 44–45
Sciences. See Natural sciences; 

Social sciences
Scientific method

induction and deduction and, 103
thesis and, 160–161

Scientific Style and Format: The CSE 
Manual for Authors, Editors, 
and Publishers, 220

Sciutto, Mark
on habits of mind in 

psychology, 14
on introductions in sciences, 248

Scope, reducing writing 
assignment, 72–73

Search engines, 213, 215, 220
Secondary sources, 181, 182
Second person, 298
Self-deprecation, 64–68
Semicolon, 269, 270, 276, 311

conjunctive adverbs and, 328
Send-off, 241
Sentence fragments, 272, 306,  

307–309, 330
Sentence(s)

beginning with expletives, 289–290
climactic, 281
complex, 271–273
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compound, 269
coordination, 268–271
cumulative, 282–283
defined, 330
ending with preposition, 325
finding action in, 286–287
fused (run-on), 306, 309–312, 

329, 330
logic of, 265–280
in natural sciences, 299
ordering for emphasis, 277–278
in paragraphs, 254, 255–256
periodic, 280–282

vs. cumulative, 277
predicates, 266–267
reading and focusing on 

individual, 44–53
in scientific papers, 248–249
shape of, 273–275
shifts in structure (faulty 

predication), 306, 314
simple, 268
subjects, 266–267
subordination, 271–273
topic, 255, 257

Sexism, 316–317
Shakespeare, William, 26, 129, 179
Shaughnessy, Mina, 305
Shklovksy, Victor, 16
Similarity

despite difference, 83–84
difference within, 82–84

Simple cause/complex effect, 142
Simple sentences, 268
Simple subject, 266
Slate, 212
Slippery slope, 144
Sloganizing, 140–141
Slot-filler mentality, 15
Smith, Adam, 85
Social class, usage as marker 

for, 327
Social convention, grammar rules 

and, 323–327
Social sciences

conclusions in, 249–250
evidence in, 95
interpretation in, 137
introductions in, 237, 247–249
opaque vs. transparent style 

in, 297

paraphrasing in, 46, 188
quoting in, 188
statistical data in, 137–140
10 on 1 and, 108
thesis in, 151, 156, 158, 160–161
writing format, 230, 231–233

Sociological Abstracts, 208, 209, 
210, 218

Source anxiety, 182–183
Sources

articles as, 209–210
asking questions using, 189–191
books as, 209–210
conversing with, 183–185, 191–194, 

200–201, 203–206
electronic, 211–217
evaluating, 209, 210, 228
finding, 208–210, 228
guidelines for citing, 228
integrating into paper, 196–198
language of, 188–189
ongoing analysis of, 189
paraphrasing, 186, 188–189
plagiarism and, 200–203
as point of departure, 185–186
preparing abstract, 198–200
primary, 182
quoting, 186–189, 196–198
reliability of, 207
secondary, 181, 182
source anxiety, 182–183
speaking, 186–188
strategies for analyzing, 186–195
synthesis and, 206
using analytically, 181–182,  

195–196
on the Web, 211–217

“So what” questions, 23–26
Spelling errors, 306, 321–323
Springsteen, Bruce, 65–66
Square brackets, to add to 

quotation, 198
Standard written English, 313–314
Statement, uncovering 

assumptions implied in, 57
Static verbs, 286–287
Statistical data, interpreting,  

137–140
Stephanopolous, George, 52
Stephen, Lesley, 28–29
Stormfront, Inc., 211
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Strands, 27, 133
“strange,” 18
Straw man, 144
Style

abstract diction, 291–292
analysis of, 302–303
colloquial, 299–300
concrete diction, 291–292
coordinate structures and, 
269–270
cumulative, 282–283
defined, 263
formal, 299–300
inflated diction and, 300–301
jargon, 301–302
Latinate diction, 292
levels of, 296–302
meaning vs., 263–265
noun, 285–293
“official,” 285, 296
opaque, 297
parallel structure and, 283–285
periodic, 280–282
politics of language, 296
prescriptive, 264–265
“right” vs. “wrong” words, 293–296
of sentences, 265–280
subordinate structures and, 273
tone, 294–296
transparent, 297
use of “I,” 297–299
verb, 285–293

“Style and Good Style” 
(Beardsley), 265

Style manuals, prescriptive,  
264–265

Subject
of sentence, 266–267, 330
simple, 266
thesis and, 157

Subject-specific databases, 218
Subject-verb agreement errors, 306, 

312–314
Subject-verb-object, 267
Subordinate clause, 327–328

as fragment, 308
Subordinate paragraphs, 257–259
Subordinating conjunctions, 272, 

273, 328, 330
Subordination, 271–273, 330

listing vs., 152, 154

Subscriber-only databases, 
214–216, 217
Subscription database journal 

article citation
APA style, 222
Chicago style, 223, 224
CSE style, 225, 226
MLA style, 227

Summary, 75–77
distinguishing analysis from, 4–6
strategies for making more 

analytical, 76–77
Syllogism

Aristotelian model of, 97–98, 100
Toulmin model of, 98–100

Sympathetic reading, 41
Synthesis, 81, 206

Tannen, Deborah, 64, 65, 66
Template, organizing paper using 

10 on 1, 114–115
10 on 1, 105–109

disciplinary conventions and, 
108–109

papers based on, 109–117
directing, 112–114
to find organizing claim, 115–117
organizing, 106, 114–115, 117

potential problem with, 106–107
thesis and, 157

Tenor, 127
Tension, in thesis statements, 

152–153
Text, acknowledging sources in, 196
“than” vs. “then,” 322
That’s Not What I Meant (Tannen), 65
“that” vs. “which,” 274–275
“their” vs. “there” vs. “they’re,” 322
“then” vs. “than,” 322
Theory, 120, 237
“there is,” 289–290
There-transformation strategy, 290
Thesaurus, 294
Thesis

conclusion and, 151, 160–161, 241
deduction and, 157–158, 159–160
developing, 148–149
evidence and, 147, 157,  

167–170, 260
evolution of, 156–161

in exploratory draft, 161–175
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as hypothesis, 160–161
induction and, 157–159
interpretive context for, 150, 167
in introduction, 150–151
as lens, 157
in natural and social sciences, 

160–161
productive, 147
purpose of, 147–149
reformulating, 169
restating, 241, 255
revising, 165, 171–172
setting up, 149–150
subject and, 157
weak, 148
working, 115, 165, 166–169

Thesis statement
ideas and, 148–149
listing and, 154
phasing as question, 155
shapes of, 152–156
subordination and, 154
tension in, 152–153
tracking in drafts, 172–175
weak

basing claim on personal 
conviction, 178–179

demonstrations as, 156
is obviously true or statement 

of fact, 176–177
kinds of, 175–179
makes no claim, 176
overly broad claim, 179
recognizing and fixing, 175–179
restates conventional wisdom, 

177–178
revising, 154–155

wording, 152–156
Thesis trail, 166, 170–171
“they,” more than one possible 

referent for, 315
Thinking

reductive, 80
structure of, in reading, 56–63

Third person, 298–299
“This Is Water” (Wallace), 43–44
“this,” making referent unclear and 

use of, 316
Thomas (thomas.loc.gov), 212
Tiananmen Square, 107–108
Tilde, in Web address, 216

Tillich, Paul, 80
Tillyard, Eustace, 193, 194
Title searching, 216
Tjeltveit, Alan

on citing sources, 189
on conclusions in scientific 

papers, 250
on hypothesis in natural and 

social sciences, 161
on quality sources, 210
on scientific format, 233–234
on using first person, 299

“to be,” 285, 286–287
Tomine, Adrian, 32, 37
Tone, 294–296
Topic sentence, 255, 257
Total quality management, 61
Toulmin, Steven, 98–100
Tracking, 113
Transitional words, 254, 255, 260
Transitions

additive, 260
shape of, 259–261

Transitive verbs, 267–268, 286, 289
Transparent style, 297
Transparent theory of language, 

40–41, 263–264
TRI model, 255
Turner, Mark, 126
Turnitin.com, 200

Uncertainty, comfort with, 14–15
Unity, in paragraphs, 251
University of Chicago Press. See 

Chicago style
Unsubstantiated claims, 90–91
URL (uniform resource locator), 

211, 228
Usage, 264, 323–327
The Uses of Argument (Toulmin), 98
Utopia (More), 178, 179

Van Gogh, Vincent, 128
Vehicle, 127
Velázquez, Diego, 162–164
Verbals, 268, 330–331

as fragment, 307–308
Verb phrase, 329
Verbs

active, 286–287
defined, 330
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Verbs (Continued)
gerund, 268
intransitive, 267–268, 286, 289
linking, 268
static, 286–287
styles, 285–293
subject-verb agreement errors, 

306, 312–314
transitive, 267–268, 286, 289
verbals, 268, 307–308, 330–331

Vergara, Camilo, 24
Visual image, doing The Method 

on, 32
Voice, active vs. passive, 287–289
Voices from Across the Curriculum

Borick, on research questions and 
hypotheses, 246–247

Colabroy
on conclusions, 250
on ethos and style, 251
on introductions, 247
on lab report format, 232
on sentences, 248–249, 299

Conner, on critical reading, 44
Dearborn, on thesis statement, 

155–156
Edelman

on introductions, 247–248
on scientific format, 233
on use of statistical evidence, 

139–140
Gambino

on arguments vs. opinions, 12
on conclusions, 241–242
on introductory content, 246
on procedural openings, 245
on questions of relevance and 

methodology, 95–96
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