Prewriting

Step 1: understand the essay 

Step 2: understand the assignment 

Step 3: understanding argument 
Remember in class we talked about Aristotle’s overly simplistic model of communication. It looks like this:

WRITER ---------------------> TEXT ---------------------> READER

One of the biggest problems with this communication model is that it doesn’t really explain House Speaker or writer is supposed to come with the text in the first place.  How do you know what you want to write about? How do you know what you’re going to say? What will you argue?

How do you “get” an argument? 

 They are two essential skills you’ll need for this class, and to all composition classes: connection and argument. It’s not that those are two random hoops we decided students needed to jump through. Instead, they’re the two skills that best reflect critical thinking. And they reflect that thinking in a very particular way. The kind of work we ask you to do is the kind of work we do as academics. This is what all your professors do. We read. We think. We think a lot. We think hard. Then we write about what we think. We write papers, articles, and books that make arguments about issues we care about. We don’t expect you to become professors, but we do expect you to have the same kind of thinking abilities, because what you learn here will help you throughout college and beyond.

 Informal vocabulary

1. So what?: an argument has to have a point. It has to first assert a connection between ideas, but then it also must answer the question “so what?”

2. Point: an argument is the point you are trying to make. It is the idea or thought you’re trying to get across. A point to something you prove, and the point is also something that we haven’t thought out or discussed yet.

3. Making knowledge: an argument as a way of making new knowledge. I went something you? We think that what we know and then we come to the conclusion. That conclusion is a new piece of knowledge that we can express. If you just read essay A you learn X, but after thinking about it, you now learn Y about essay A and/or the topic of essay A. The argument tells us something new, something we haven’t thought about before (or it allows us to think about something in a new way). 

Okay, but I still can’t think of an argument myself. What do I do?

The first thing to do is to realize a few things. One, you’re not expected to fully understand the argument now. You will understand, someday, when you are done with writing classes as a whole. You are, however, expected to begin understanding arguments as you move through your freshman writing courses. To, if not easy, and it’s not supposed to be. Signing argument takes a lot of thinking, which, after all, is the whole point. Three you should now (we hope) have some sense of what argument does, and that’s a good start too.

Some things to try:

1. Figure out what the author is talking about. What is her argument? Why is her topic/argument important?

a.  This assumes that you already really understand the essay. This assumes that you’ve annotated, look up unfamiliar words, perhaps did some background reading on your own, perhaps created an outline of the essay, summarized the essay, or maybe created a visual representation of the essay.

2.  What you like or dislike about her essay or her argument?

3.  What did you find particularly interesting about the essay?

4.  Make connections to your own life experiences and own knowledge about the world around you. Do you see any similarities or differences?

5. What can you add to this “conversation” about the topic?

Step 4: make an argument

Your argument doesn’t have to look like a formal thesis statement yet. Write it down. Try these:

“I want to argue that_______.”

I want to use ___________ (and?) _______________ (and?) _______________  to support my argument.

This argument is important or interesting because ____________.”

Step 5: educate yourself about academic essays and thesis statements

Try some of the links here: http://www.rhetoricandwriting.com/1101/resources.htm You don’t have to read everything, but you do have to find some information that you think is going to work for you.  What do you think is going to work for you?  What information was helpful to you?

Step 6:  after reading about academic essays and thesis statements (on the Resources Page of the class website), take a stab at writing a thesis statement
In general, a thesis statement should be opinionated (it should have something to say), reasonable (it expresses an opinion that makes sense), rational (it should not be obscured by emotion), specific (it uses terms and concepts that demonstrate some understanding), and arguable (it can be argued for, but it can also be argued against). 

Step 7: map out your argument/essay

 Remember that were still in the exploratory stage. You’ll probably revise your thesis several times during the writing process. In the same way, mapping out your argument or your essay in some way can help you make connections, find new ways of looking at things, and may even help you to start revising your thesis already.

So make a map, an outline, a visual aid, a graphic organizer… do some sort of pre-writing that you find helpful.

Directions/Submission:

Follow all of the steps. We’ll do some of the steps in class, and others you can do in your head (remember, think hard!).

Part 1: First, briefly explain your response to step 5. What did you read/learn about thesis statements or academic essays that was helpful, new, important, etc. (no more than 100 words)

Part 2: Type your responses/results from steps 4, 6, and 7.  (if you’re doing some sort of graphic organizer by hand, please make a photocopy or scan/print of your visual).

Print 3 copies and bring to class on the date indicated on the schedule. 

