Everything About Writing You Should Have Learned in English 101

Listed below are the key concepts which you should already know, either from English 101 or its equivalent.  Of course, we will continue to work on all of these areas of writing and the writing process, but I am mostly assuming that you are at least familiar with these ideas.

Purpose and Audience

Virtually all aspects of writing are governed by these two concepts.  The purpose of any piece of writing can be determined by the writer asking the simple question: “What am I trying to accomplish with this piece of writing?” Of course, the writer must think beyond the mechanical particulars of the writing assignment.  For example, some mechanical answers would be “I want to get an ‘A’ in the class,” or “The professor made me write this.”  Instead, the writer should focus on what he or she wants the writing to do, like “I want to show someone how Heart of Darkness is about racism,” “I want to persuade someone to give up smoking,” or “I want to explain to someone why I believe in reincarnation.”  The purpose of the essay is basic to all other decisions the writer makes about writing and revising.

The audience of a piece of writing is sometimes very specific, and this is especially true of “real-world” writing.  A business plan is written to convince a bank to give you money, a financial plan is written to convince a client to make certain investments, a legal brief is written to convince a judge of some fact or course of action, a laboratory report is written to describe some phenomenon or explain some procedure, and so on.  For most writing done at the university, the audience must be imagined.  The single greatest error a student can make is to assume that the audience for his or her writing is the instructor.  Instead, the writer should assume that the audience is everyone in the class, some of whom will share the writer’s beliefs and ideas, and some of whom will not; some of whom will be as familiar with the text or with certain ideas, and some of whom will not.

Thesis

The thesis of any piece of writing is a clear and relatively brief statement of the purpose of the essay.  The thesis usually is one or two sentences that express the argument of the essay (what the essay will prove/describe/explain/persuade) and usually is found early in the essay.  In very short pieces of writing (500 words or less), the thesis is usually one sentence long and is found in the introduction, but there is no rule about the length or placement of the thesis. The key point to remember about a thesis is that it is your promise to the reader of what you intend to do.  The reader will use your thesis to evaluate your writing, to determine whether you have accomplished what you set out to accomplish.  The thesis (along with the introduction, conclusion, and transitions) is usually the most frequently revised part of the essay.

Focus

The focus of an essay refers to whether it is clear to the reader how the different parts of the essay fit together. The thesis provides an initial focus to the essay, but frequently writers lose focus as they proceed through the essay, adding or developing ideas without explaining how the added details, the developed examples, or the direction of the argument relates to the thesis.  Loss of focus results in essays that are unclear, and seem to digress from the writer’s main point.  Clear and effective transitions from one idea to the next or from idea to example (or evidence) are the most effective means of maintaining focus.  Focus becomes a major issue as the length and complexity of the writing grows.

Development

Development refers to the use of details and specific information to support a particular point.  Generally speaking, development consists of specific examples, facts, and logical arguments.  For example, compare the following responses:

Inadequately Developed
Adequately Developed
Well Developed

According to Banisar, there are many new forms of high technology to spy on citizens.  This leads to everyone being treated as a criminal.
According to Banisar, the government is actively involved in finding new uses of military-style technology. While the government claims that the technology is necessary to catch criminals, there are few safeguards to prevent its use on us, the law-abiding citizens.
From infra-red devices that can sense temperature differences of 0.18 degrees centigrade to listening devices smaller than a computer chip, the government is funding new technologies that threaten everyone’s privacy.  Government agencies claim that such uses of technology are necessary to combat everything from domestic terrorism or drug trafficking, and in this age of increasing global instability an argument can be made for the need for such uses.  However, for every drug money laundering scheme uncovered, how many thousands or millions of bank records of private citizens have been compromised? While department stores can claim a few shoplifting arrests, does that justify the use of unseen closed circuit television cameras in dressing rooms? We are now all under surveillance, assumed guilty under proven innocent. The technologies of war have become the technologies of the police. How far away are we really from the next logical state: the police state. 

Use of Other Texts

The distinguishing characteristic of college-level writing is that student writing is considered to be part of an academic discourse community.  In other words, as students read, research and write, they are assumed to be participating in the ongoing debate and dialogue represented by the printed (or online) texts they study. Basic to the idea of academic dialogue is citation, the noting and recording of words or ideas taken from another writer.  The need for citation is obvious when the writer is quoting material from another writer.  The quote marks identify the “speaker” of the text as someone other than the writer of the essay, so failure to cite the source would lead to confusion on the part of the reader.  The need for citation is less obvious, though perhaps more important, when the writer paraphrases or summarizes another writer’s words or ideas.  Failure to properly cite sources is plagiarism, which is legally termed intellectual property theft.

Of course, this implies that the rules for citation are clear. Sometimes they are, but sometimes you need to use your own judgment. Below is a brief and partial list of materials that do not require acknowledgment and which do require acknowledgment. The list was adapted from Andrea Lunsford and Robert Connors, The Everyday Writer: A Brief Reference (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1997), 282-3.

Materials not requiring acknowledgment
Materials requiring acknowledgment

Common knowledge: If most readers are likely to know a particular fact or idea, you do not need to cite a source.
Direct quotations

Facts available in a variety of sources: If you find the same fact or idea in a number of different reference sources, you can assume that it is a kind of “common knowledge” and therefore does not require citation.
Judgments, opinions, and claims of others: Whenever you summarize or paraphrase someone else’s opinion, you must cite the source.

Your own findings from field research: If you conduct interviews, observations or surveys, you do not need to provide a source.
Statistics, charts, tables, and graphs from any source: cite the source of all statistical or graphical material, even if you create the chart, table or graph from data in another source.

We will continue to work on all of these areas, as well as others, so do not be overly concerned if some of these concepts are new.  If all of them are new, then we will try to get you caught up as quickly as possible.  If you have more specific concerns, of course, you can ask me about them.







