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Student Handout

Writing An Argument Essay

Learning Goals:  

●    To use writing as a tool for learning about a sustainability topic of personal 

· To learn to make reasoned intellectually rigorous arguments about a complex topic 

· To practice independent research and critical thinking 

· To practice writing a thesis-driven analytical argument through a draft and revision process

· To practice using textual evidence appropriately for a college-level writing course

· To use peer review to give and receive feedback that informs the writing process

Task:

6-8 pages, double-spaced, typed, 12 pt. serif-font (e.g., Times New Roman)
After practicing critical reading and synthesizing arguments about topics related to sustainability, you will produce a critical thesis-driven essay. You will produce multiple drafts and utilize the peer review process to gain feedback before submitting the final essay for evaluation. 

What is Academic Argument?

Because academic thinkers are used to finding reasons why, they are also used to working with new and controversial ideas. Consequently, they are aware that their findings are open to debate; their claims will be read by a skeptical audience. Academic readers expect a writer to demonstrate an understanding of diversity of human experience and ideology, and to use logical explanations and substantial data to support an assertion. I always say that good writing has three E’s. It’s explicit, elaborated, and has exigency (an urgency or need to be said—the writer is engaged with the topic so that the message matters). 

In a verbal conversation, you might call your argument just your opinion and leave it at that. In academic writing, your “opinion” is more than your preference; it’s your theory or your interpretation, backed up with credible evidence, the kind that constitutes academic proof. Your “argument” is your theory (claim, thesis, interpretation, assertion), backed up by credible evidence (proof, support, analysis). In order to be credible to an academic audience, convincing evidence is usually some kind of detailed analysis that looks for meaning beneath the surface. An analysis is a break down of an issue’s parts that help us understand the meaning beneath: an analysis examines causes, the answer to the question why. Remember that just announcing or declaring your claim does not constitute evidence that supports it. Also, telling similarities/differences (compare/contrast) rather than arguing reasons why is not an analysis of meaning (telling is a kind of “obvious claim” that is not good argument).
Think of argument this way:

“Not a disagreement, but the reasons, evidence, and explanations used in an attempt to encourage readers to agree with the theory of the writer.”

This is similar to what a lawyer does in a courtroom because the lawyer knows that he or she must convince the jury in the presence of the opposing lawyer’s arguments.
What Good Academic Argument is NOT:

· An un-debatable opinion or preference that “just is” (“I believe college athletes should get paid.” Or “I like college sports.”—No one can debate that you believe it or what you like.)

· A statement of fact or obvious claim that “just is” (“College athletes do not get paid beyond their scholarship assistance.” Or “College athletics brings in millions of dollars of revenue for the university.”—No new knowledge here; the data is a verifiable report from public records)

· A quarrel. This implies the winner has the right answer, the loser the wrong viewpoint. In academic argument, opposing viewpoints are both assertable, given credible evidence for support.

· Written to people who agree with you and who are like you (“Everybody loves college sports.”—this is not true for everybody.)

· Automatically controversial. Some argumentative essays do try to convince readers to agree with the author on a controversial issue (often called a “position paper”), such as a pro-life/anti-abortion essay, but those kinds of essays are rare in college writing. Better to think of it this way: An argument = your theory + credible evidence to back it up.

Evaluation Criteria:

A strong essay will have a specific claim (which outlines the argument you plan to make, tells the reader how you plan to prove it, and why it is relevant), provide context about the topic, illuminate key issues at stake, employ textual evidence to support your argument, wrap up the paper with a conclusion, and provide readers with a list of works cited.

In order to meet the expectations of excellent writing for this course, the final essay will appropriately cite at least five sources (three scholarly) used persuasively to support (or serve as a counter-argument for) the argument being made. Furthermore, the final essay should show that you have taken feedback into consideration, revised your thinking, improved your evidence, enlarged your analysis, and clarified your presentation. 

I will provide you with a grading rubric that defines the criteria and we will workshop drafts in class in relation to the rubric. Workshops are meant to make evaluation criteria clear and provide a positive experience for writers so that everyone gains a sense of how to write more effectively and ask questions about expectations. 

Format Requirements:

· Appropriate citation style throughout (MLA, APA, Chicago, etc.)

· Double-spaced pages with 1 inch margins

· 12 point Times New Roman font (or other standard serif-font)

Tips: 

· Remember to define your terms. Definition by example is one of the best ways to argue your position.

· Consider the necessary counterarguments to your claims. Counterarguments allow you to complicate and elevate your thinking. They are not an admission that your idea is weak.

· Avoid abstractions. Don’t speak in generalities. Speak of what you know. Use your knowledge. Being academic means never leaving the personal behind.

· IDEA—the mighty idea—let it reign supreme in your essays.  Introduce it without giving it away. Keep exploring and elevating your idea as you and your reader journey through your essay.  It is your idea that guides you as you question and explore your sources. There is no questioning or arguing for its own sake. Your questions and arguments gain their power and persuasion through the context of your idea. 

· Don’t forget your readers and their need to be invited into the exploration of your idea. Show respect for your reader’s intelligence by inviting your readers to consider the questions and evidence you are exploring. Ask yourself: how might my readers oppose my argument? How might my readers misunderstand my argument? What kind of evidence will my readers find most persuasive?

· Make an appointment with the campus writing center for a one-on-one conference with a writing consultant.
