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1: PLANNING FOR SUCCESS IN COLLEGE

Learning Objectives

Students will be able to achieve the following after reading this chapter:

e Understand the habits, behaviors, mindsets, perspectives and overall college success skills students need to practice to
achieve academic goals.

¢ Use skills to communicate effectively, proactively, diplomatically, professionally, and in a timely manner with instructors
and peers.

e Understand the top nine intellectual standards for quality thinking, speaking, and writing and apply them to college
studies.

¢ Demonstrate an understanding of the differences between “growth” and “fixed” mindsets and of how to apply the growth
mindset for greater college success.

1.1: College Attendance and Communication
1.2: Emailing Your Professor - Ten Tips

1.3: Participating in Online Discussions

1.4: Writing for College

1.5: What is Academic Writing

1.6: Your Role as a Learner

This page titled 1: Planning for Success in College is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by
Ann Inoshita, Karyl Garland, Kate Sims, Jeanne K. Tsutsui Keuma, and Tasha Williams (University of Hawai'i OER).

e 1: College Success Skills by Ann Inoshita, Karyl Garland, Kate Sims, Jeanne K. Tsutsui Keuma, and Tasha Williams is licensed CC BY-NC-SA
4.0.
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1.1: College Attendance and Communication

It’s About Time: Attendance and “Presence”

In elementary school, children are reminded to “stay on task” and focus on classroom activities. However, college students often
need to remind themselves of this as well—to maintain focus and develop the set of skills needed to help them find success in
college courses and achieve their goals.

College students are expected to demonstrate independence, responsibility, and relationship-building skills. While elementary-
school students are dropped off and picked up from school by adults, college students are now the adults and are on their own.
Adults make decisions about being early or on time to classes and meetings and often need to balance the shifting priorities of
home life, work life, and school life.

For college students, whatever their age, the first year in college is a big transition and a learning experience in itself. Many
students find themselves unable to catch up after missing even a single class. Class time is learning time. Online students often
struggle more because they are not prepared to set time aside for the following, which schools and parents may have done in the
past:

e reading the textbook (and applying that knowledge to assignments)

e reading course content and/or watching course videos

e participating in course discussions

e completing assignments (including planning/prewriting, writing, and revising and editing)
e attending office hours to meet with the professor

e meeting with the class tutor/using the writing center

In every class session, whether online (or remote) or in person, instructors cover course content, and students are invited (and
expected) to think about the information, take notes, and participate in class discussions. Instructors, regardless of the level
and subject they teach, want their students to learn things of value and that extend beyond the classroom and grade into the
professional and the wider world. Most instructors put concerted and contemplative time and effort into what will become their
teaching time, so they expect students to be in class to gain all they can.
However, sometimes students are absent when unforeseen events and challenges occur. So from the very first day of a student’s
college career, the student needs to be courageous and conscientious, to contact instructors and proactively notify them in
advance of every absence, to express regret, and to show a commitment to moving forward. This is particularly critical if colleges
use an automatic drop or withdrawal system that cancels students’ registration if they are absent for two straight weeks.
Whether via email, phone call, text, or even in person, students should notify all their instructors about any potential missed day
of class. Regardless of the notification method, students shouldn’t ask what they missed. For example, in the email text below,
line 3 is a faux pas.
1 Good afternoon, Professor McKenna.
2 I had a family emergency today and was unable to make it to campus.
3 Did I miss anything important? If so, is there a time I could meet with you?
4 I look forward to your response.
5 Josh McDonald
6 English 100, Section 06, Tuesday & Thursday, 3:00 p.m.—4:15 p.m.
7 Cell: 777-123-4567

Students can be certain that “something important” was definitely covered that day in class and that it’'s not the instructor’s
responsibility to teach it twice; however, reaching out with a politely worded email shows interest and responsibility on the
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student’s part.

Absences and Connecting to Help Each Other Recover Time Lost

It's the student’s responsibility to connect with the class community and find out what she or he missed. Early in the semester,
students should make acquaintance with at least one classmate, exchange contact information, and agree to share important
information with each other if one is absent. It's important. Whenever students are absent for any amount of time in class, they
have lost important instructional time and content.

Attending and being fully present involves making a commitment of time. Students and instructors also commit to each
other—students to students, students to instructors, and instructors to students. Class is time for mutual respect, thoughtfulness,
and kindness. Students should aim to build a sense of community and belonging. They should enter the classroom each day with
a positive outlook. It's not always easy; sometimes it's nearly impossible. But when things are difficult, a community cares for its
members. All colleges are communities filled with people and programs to help students get the assistance and guidance they
need.

Absences, Deadlines, Tardies, Leaving Early

Within some academic programs or courses, even one absence may result in failing the course. In general, college students must
be aware of the attendance policies (i.e., policies regarding absences, tardies, and “leaving early”) indicated within each course
syllabus and the college or university catalog. Double-check the syllabus for each course every semester of college. Students who
know they will be absent should always contact instructors ahead of time (i.e., a month, a week, a day, or an hour before class),
depending on the policies..

A missed class does not necessarily change a due date for an assignment. Students should read the course syllabus and know
their instructor’s policies for absences and late work. For example, if a student misses three classes without any reasonable
explanations, notifications, or formal paperwork, what happens to the overall course grade? Students should know the answer
after the first day of class.

Tardiness in a face to face or remote class may be equivalent to absence. Critically important activities often happen during the
first few minutes of class, including the taking of attendance. Some instructors will count all tardies as absences and/or deduct
points for each tardy. Leaving early carries the same issues as being tardy. Some students mistakenly assume that “attending”
class means arriving to the class during the scheduled time, not being present and attentive for the entire class period. It is
not acceptable to arrive or leave class at their convience.lt is not okay. Even when students think their professors don’t notice
students leaving, instructors and do pay attention. Students not present in class could likely miss out on essential course content.
However, leaving a class early may be acceptable in extenuating circumstances if a student requests permission and if the
instructor approves.

Speaking of “presence,” students must be physically, psychologically, and intellectually present in class each period to learn
everything they possibly can.

Time Communicating and Attending to Email and Learning Management
Systems
Before the semester begins, students would do well to familiarize themselves with their campus email system and respective

learning management system (LMS). Instructors and students use their campus LMS in a variety of ways. It's important for
students to ask questions about how instructors will use the LMS and how they wish to be contacted.

The Syllabus: Words to Live By

Syllabi created for college-level courses are likely to be much longer than students have previously encountered. A course syllabus
is a multiple-page document that instructors provide to students during the first few days of class. If one stays enrolled in a
course, both student and instructor are expected to follow the syllabus, which usually provides the following critically important
information:
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e Course number, title, schedule, and final exam date and time

e Instructor’'s name, contact information, and office hours

e Learning Outcomes/Objectives (LOs) or goals (sometimes called Student Learning Outcomes [SLOs] or Program Learning
Outcomes [PLOs], which vary amongst college and universities): Students should highlight these and keep them in mind as
a checklist of goals they should meet, concepts they should learn, and skills they should demonstrate over the semester and
certainly by the end of the course.

e Required materials (e.g., books, email access, computer access)

e General course tasks

e Course assignments (e.g., homework) and assessments (e.g., quizzes, exams), including formatting of written work

e Daily and/or weekly class schedule

e General course policies (e.g., attendance and participation, academic integrity, grading and late work, and suggested study
times per week)

e Campus-wide support services (e.g., a writing center, learning assistance center, counseling center, health clinic, Title IX
support center, and LGBTQ+ support center)

e College and university policies, rules, and guidelines

Students should read each syllabus on the first day they receive it so they are clear about all that will be expected of them for the
rest of the semester.

Managing Time

It often seems the older people get, the busier their lives become. These days, increasingly more students can’t complete a
degree without also having to work at least one job. Add family needs into the mix, and it becomes a situation in which time can
seem difficult to manage, and responsibilities in life can feel overwhelming. “Overwhelming,” in fact, is a word college students
often use. College is interesting, fun, exciting, and full of new ideas, and exists as a path to fulfill students’ dreams, but it requires
time, attention, and energy.

To feel empowered and in control of one’s life, students need to proactively manage their time and life—instead of just letting life
happen to them. It helps to be clear about expectations, to plan ahead, to stay organized, to anticipate any complications, and
to create a schedule that works. The first step to creating a schedule is knowing where one already spends time. To learn more
about tracking your time and later creating a reasonable schedule to help you manage your time to meet your commitments to
work, family, home, health/wellness, and friends/fun, check out Laura Vanderkam's information here (https://lauravanderkam.com/
start-here/). Many students benefit from creating a weekly hourly plan, whether digital or paper. Organizational strategies help
maintain control over time.

Making Appointments with Instructors and Keeping Them

Meeting with instructors helps students obtain or process content that is significant for getting the most out of a course, but
they also demonstrate a student’s interest in the content and commitment to doing well in the class. Students should prepare
questions beforehand and be prepared to take notes on anything the instructor offers that seems especially poignant or helpful.

If an appointment is missed, an apology is surely due. But it's important to remember that everyone misses a meeting now and
then, and all one can do is apologize and try not to miss a second one.

Growth Mindset

In 2007, Dr. Carol Dweck and her team of researchers studied students’ attitudes about success and failure. They noticed that
some students were able to deal with failure better and rebound relatively quickly while others were crushed by even the smallest
of setbacks. Essentially, they determined that students who believe they can become smarter understand that making the effort
can get them there. Students who believe that their intelligence is already fixed fear trying in case they prove that they aren't
as smart as they think. They aren't interested in working harder. As such, Dweck coined the terms “growth mindset” and “fixed
mindset” to describe how people feel about their ability to learn.

Scientists and researchers continue to study human behavior and brain activity, seeking an understanding about how and why

humans succeed or fail at their endeavors, be they academic, professional, social, or even romantic. Researchers consider the
way habits are formed and can be broken, the reasons for and the effects of growth versus fixed mindsets, and the role of self-
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discipline in achievement.

In a 2015 interview, a year after her 2014 TED talk, Dweck revisits this concept. She states, “In a growth mindset, people believe
that their most basic abilities can be developed through dedication and hard work—brains and talent are just the starting point.
This view creates a love of learning and a resilience that is essential for great accomplishment. . .. The key is to get students to
tune in to that growth mindset (Dweck, “Carol Dweck”).

The takeaway from Dweck’s research and conclusions is important for all college students to consider. Where do they see
themselves on the scale? They can think about ways to nurture themselves through challenging times, and reach out to instructors
and anyone else who can show them how the “brains,” talent, and potential for growth already exists in every individual.

Letters of Recommendation or Reference (LOR): Ask!

Through the course of a student’s college career, many situations will arise for which the student might need a letter of
recommendation (or “letter of reference”), sometimes referred to as an “LOR.” Whether it be for a scholarship, an internship, study
abroad, a job, or a graduate program, letters of recommendation, reference, or support are key for students and should be written
by someone whom the student appreciates and trusts.

Once a student determines which instructor might be an ideal letter writer, the student should craft a formal email that includes
the following elements:

e A pleasant greeting (e.g., “Good afternoon, Professor McKenna.”)

e A sentence of well-wishes. (e.g., “I hope your week is moving along nicely.”)

e An explanation of the email’s purpose (e.g., “I'm writing to you today because I am applying for graduate school, and I would
like to see if you would be willing to write a letter of recommendation for me.”)

e An understanding of the instructor’'s busy schedule (e.g., “At this point in the semester, I am sure that you have many
important responsibilities that require your time.”)

e Asincere wish for their assistance (e.g., “However, if you could possibly find the time to support me with such a letter, I would
be sincerely grateful.”)

e A closing line (e.g., “I look forward to your response. Regardless, please know how much I have valued you as a teacher and
mentor.”)

e On separate lines: a pleasant closing, student’s full name, course number and title, semester dates and times the student
attended the professor’s class (e.g., “With gratitude, Jaden Bennett, English 180, Composition I, Fall 2020, Tuesdays and

Thursdays, 7:30 a.m.—8:45 a.m.”)

If the instructor agrees, it's good practice to immediately send a follow up email with all important information including letter
due dates and the recipient’s name and address, along with any other essential information.

The letter-writer should be contacted at least one week before the letter must be received.

It's a good idea to deliver a handwritten card of thanks regardless of whether the overall results were as wished.

Works Cited
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This page titled 1.1: College Attendance and Communication is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or
curated by Ann Inoshita, Karyl Garland, Kate Sims, Jeanne K. Tsutsui Keuma, and Tasha Williams (University of Hawai‘i OER).

e 1.2: College Success Skills by Ann Inoshita, Karyl Garland, Kate Sims, Jeanne K. Tsutsui Keuma, and Tasha Williams is licensed CC BY-NC-
SA 4.0.
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1.2: Emailing Your Professor - Ten Tips

Put your class/section in the subject line, followed by the nature of the communication. (ENGL 151:04 Illness)
Use an appropriate standard greeting, such as “Dear Professor Shaw” or “Good Morning.” Never “Hey.”

Keep the message on point. “My question about today’s assignment is this:”

Write in standard English—no “textspeak” or slang.

Always sign your name at the end (full name if you are unknown to the recipient or first name if you are known).
Never ask your professor if you missed anything important; of course you have.

Don’t share too much personal detail if you miss class. An absence is an absence.

If you will be missing class, always ask what you need to do to keep current.

Never forward jokes, memes, or chain letters to your professor.

Make readers want to respond. Your email is a reflection of you, your work habits, and your professionalism.

VPN OTHWN
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This page titled 1.2: Emailing Your Professor - Ten Tips is shared under a CC BY-NC 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by
Frost, Samra et al..

e 1.2: Emailing Your Professor - Ten Tips by Frost, Samra et al. is licensed CC BY-NC-SA 4.0.
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1.3: Participating in Online Discussions

Many college courses provide students with opportunities to exchange ideas with their peers and professors in online forums. If
you are required to participate in online discussions, make sure your posts are civil, thoughtful, and well-edited.

The student exchange on the next page comes from an online sociology course. The students were asked to define sociological
concepts. In addition, students were required to refer to the textbook to support their points.

You'll notice the students included references for their textbook. Usually references have a hanging indent. Because this was
posted in a Moodle discussion board, however, hanging indents were not required. Otherwise, APA citations are correct.

Exercise/Discussion:

Where do these students use specific examples to support their ideas?

Is there evidence that these students have learned anything from this reading assignment?
How do these writers exhibit civility or promote further discussion?

In what ways do these students personalize the course material?

How is this discussion different from forums in which you've participated?

arwd o

Sociology Concepts
By Jennifer L.—Wednesday, 15 February 2017, 1:26 PM

I chose to explain social construction, microsociology, and the sociological imagination for this assignment. These terms were all
new to me. I find them interesting and think they are important to understanding sociology.

Social construction is “an idea or practice that a group of people agree exists. It is maintained over time by people taking its
existence for granted” (Giddens, Duneier, Appelbaum, & Carr, 2016, p. 7). Many people believe that the ideas we accept are
natural truths. However, according to Giddens et al. (2016), sociology teaches us that “in many ways we are freer than we think”
(p. 7). Sociology points out that many behaviors thought of as biological, are actually a result of social construction (Giddens et
al,, 2016).

According to Introduction to Sociolog , microsociology focuses on everyday behavior during small group or individual interactions,
whereas macrosociology analyzes patterns in large-scale groups, organizations, or social systems (Giddens et al, 2016). A
macrosociologist and a microsociologist would analyze different settings, e.g. a food court, differently.

The textbook, Introduction to Sociology , discusses the work of C. Wright Mills, who stated in The Sociological Imagination , that
“each of us lives in a very small orbit,” limited by the social situations of our daily encounters (as cited in Giddens et al., 2016, p.
5).

Reference

Giddens, A., Duneier, M., Appelbaum, R. P., & Carr, D. (2016). Introduction to sociology (18th ed.). New York, NY: W.W. Norton &
Company.

Re: Sociology Concepts
By Steven R. - Thursday, 16 February 2017, 4:15 PM

Your explanation helped me understand these concepts better, Jennifer. I also wrote about the sociological imagination. I had
not thought about this whole idea before taking this class and find it interesting. Sociologists believe that we can understand
problems like poverty, unemployment, and money troubles by looking at the social structure in our society. If we develop a
sociological understanding, we stop looking at these types of troubles as simply personal, and instead start to understand them
as larger, public issues, perhaps resulting from policies, and applying to many people in society (Giddens, Duneier, Appelbaum, &
Carr, 2016).

Reference
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Giddens, A., Duneier, M., Appelbaum, R. P., & Carr, D. (2016). Introduction to sociology (10th ed.). New York, NY: W.W. Norton &
Company.

This page titled 1.3: Participating in Online Discussions is shared under a CC BY-NC 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by
Frost, Samra et al..

e 1.3: Participating in Online Discussions by Frost, Samra et al. is licensed CC BY-NC-SA 4.0.

©@®S 9 (1.3.2)


https://human.libretexts.org/Courses/Harrisburg_Area_Community_College/English_101%3A_English_Composition_(Woodring)/01%3A_Planning_for_Success_in_College/1.03%3A_Participating_in_Online_Discussions
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
https://human.libretexts.org/Bookshelves/Composition/Introductory_Composition/Pocket_Style_Guide_(Frost_and_Samra)/01%3A_Etiquette_Issues/1.03%3A_Participating_in_Online_Discussions
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/

LibreTextS“'

1.4: Writing for College

Article links:
“Writing in College” by Joseph M. Williams and Lawrence McEnerney

Chapter Preview

e Explain argument as a key concept in writing.
e Interpret the key requirements of a writing assignment.

A YouTube element has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view it online here: pb.libretexts.org/
composing2/?p=32

Writing in College

by Joseph M. Williams and Lawrence McEnerney

Part 1. Some crucial differences between high school and college writing
From high school to college

Some students make very smooth transitions from writing in high school to writing in college, and we heartily wish all of you an
easy passage. But other students are puzzled and frustrated by their experiences in writing for college classes. Only months earlier
your writing was winning praise; now your instructors are dissatisfied, saying that the writing isn’t quite “there” yet, saying that the
writing is “lacking something.” You haven’t changed-your writing is still mechanically sound, your descriptions are accurate, you're
saying smart things. But they’re still not happy. Some of the criticism is easy to understand: it's easy to predict that standards
at college are going to be higher than in high school. But it is not just a matter of higher standards: Often, what your instructors
are asking of you is not just something better, but something different. If that's the case, then you won't succeed merely by being
more intelligent or more skillful at doing what you did in high school. Instead, you'll need to direct your skills and your intelligence
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to a new task.

We should note here that a college is a big place and that you'll be asked to use writing to fulfill different tasks. You'll find
occasions where you'll succeed by summarizing a reading accurately and showing that you understand it. There may be times
when you're invited to use writing to react to a reading, speculate about it. Far more often-like every other week-you will be asked
to analyze the reading, to make a worthwhile claim about it that is not obvious (state a thesis means almost the same thing), to
support your claim with good reasons, all in four or five pages that are organized to present an argument . (If you did that in high
school, write your teachers a letter of gratitude.)

Argument: a key feature of college writing

Now by “argument” we do not mean a dispute over a loud stereo. In college, an argument is something less contentious and
more systematic: It is a set of statements coherently arranged to offer three things that experienced readers expect in essays
that they judge to be thoughtful:

e They expect to see a claim that would encourage them to say, “That’s interesting. I'd like to know more.”

e They expect to see evidence, reasons for your claim, evidence that would encourage them to agree with your claim, or at
least to think it plausible.

e They expect to see that you've thought about limits and objections to your claim. Almost by definition, an interesting claim
is one that can be reasonably challenged. Readers look for answers to questions like “But what about ... ?” and “Have you
considered ... ?”

This kind of argument is less like disagreeable wrangling, more like an amiable and lively conversation with someone whom
you respect and who respects you; someone who is interested in what you have to say, but will not agree with your claims just
because you state them; someone who wants to hear your reasons for believing your claims and also wants to hear answers to
their questions.

At this point, some students ask why they should be required to convince anyone of anything. “After all,” they say, “we are all
entitled to our opinions, so all we should have to do is express them clearly. Here’s my opinion. Take it or leave it.” This point of
view both misunderstands the nature of argument and ignores its greatest value.

It is true that we are all entitled to our opinions and that we have no duty to defend them. But universities hold as their highest
value not just the pursuit of new knowledge and better understanding, but the sharing of that knowledge. We write not only to state
what we think, but also to show why others might agree with it and why it matters. We also know that whatever it is we think, it is
never the entire truth. Our conclusions are partial, incomplete, and always subject to challenge. So we write in a way that allows
others to test our reasoning: we present our best thinking as a series of claims, reasons, and responses to imagined challenges,
so that readers can see not only what we think, but whether they ought to agree.

And that’s all an argument is-not wrangling, but a serious and focused conversation among people who are intensely interested
in getting to the bottom of things cooperatively.

Those values are also an integral part of your education in college. For four years, you are asked to read, do research, gather data,
analyze it, think about it, and then communicate it to readers in a form in which enables them to asses it and use it. You are asked
to do this not because we expect you all to become professional scholars, but because in just about any profession you pursue,
you will do research, think about what you find, make decisions about complex matters, and then explain those decisions-usually
in writing-to others who have a stake in your decisions being sound ones. In an Age of Information, what most professionals do
is research, think, and make arguments. (And part of the value of doing your own thinking and writing is that it makes you much
better at evaluating the thinking and writing of others.)

In the next few pages, we're going to walk you through a process of creating an argument in a Humanities or Social Science
paper. Note that we're describing “a” process and not “the” process. We're not describing the way that everyone does go about
writing an argument. We're certainly not describing the way everyone must go about writing an argument. Further, we can’t cover
everything, and some of your teachers will expect something other than what we describe here. There are even some differences
between how you write papers in Humanities and in the Social Sciences. But within all these limits, we can lay some groundwork
for writing college papers.

We begin with the assignment that gets you started; then we discuss some ways to plan your paper so that you don’t waste

too much time on false starts. We conclude with some strategies for drafting and revising, especially revising, because the most
productive work on a paper begins after you have gotten your ideas out of the warm and cozy incubator of your own mind and
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into the cold light of day.
Interpreting assignments: a guide to professors’ expectations

Not all of your instructors will be equally clear about what they expect of your paper. Some will tell you in detail what to read, how
to think about it, and how to organize your paper, but others will ask a general question just to see what you can do with it. Some
instructors will expect you to stay close to the assignment, penalizing you if you depart from it; others will encourage you to strike
out on your own. Some few instructors may want you to demonstrate only that you have read and understood a reading, but most
will want you to use your understanding of the reading as a jumping-off point for an analysis and an argument.

So your first step in writing an assigned paper occurs well before you begin writing: You must know what your instructor expects.
Start by assuming that, unless you see the words “Summarize or paraphrase what X says about . . .,” your instructor is unlikely
to want just a summary. Beyond this point, however, you have to become a kind of anthropologist, reading the culture of your
particular class to understand what is said, what is not, and what is intended.

Start by looking carefully at the words of the assignment. If it is phrased in any of these ways, one crucial part of your task has
been done for you:

o “Agree or disagree: ‘Freud misunderstood the feminine mind when he wrote ...."”
o “Was Lear justified in castigating Cordelia when she refused to ... ?”
o “Discuss whether Socrates adequately answered the charge that he corrupted the youth of Athens.”

For questions like these, you start (but it's only a start) by considering two opposing claims: Freud understood the feminine mind
or did not, Lear was or was not justified, Socrates did or did not answer the charges against him. For reasons we will discuss
below, you will not want the claim of your paper to be merely yes or no, he did or he didn’t. But an assignment like this can make
it easier to get started because you can immediately begin to find and assess data from your readings. You can look at passages
from the reading and consider how they would support one of the claims. (Remember: this is only a start. You do not want to
end up with a claim that says nothing more than “Freud did (or did not) understand the feminine mind.” “Lear was (or was not)
justified in castigating Cordelia " “Socrates did (or did not) adequately answer the charge.”)

More likely, however, your assignments will be less specific. They won't suggest opposite claims. Instead, they'll give you a
reasonably specific sense of subject matter and a reasonably specific sense of your task:

o ‘“illustrate,” “explain,” “analyze,” “evaluate,” “compare and contrast,”
e “Discuss the role that the honor plays in The Odyssey. “
e “Show how Moliere exploits comic patterns in a scene from Tartuffe.”

None of these assignments implies a main point or claim that you can directly import into your paper. You can't just claim that
“honor does play a role in The Odyssey” or that “Moliére does exploit comic patterns in Tartuffe.” After all, if the instructor has
asked you to discuss how Moliére used comic patterns, she presumably already believes that he did use them. You get no credit
for asserting the existence of something we already know exists.

Instead, these assignments ask you to spend four or five pages explaining the results of an analysis. Words such as “show how”
and “explain” and “illustrate” do not ask you to summarize a reading. They ask you to show how the reading is put together, how it
works. If you asked someone to show you how your computer worked, you wouldn’t be satisfied if they simply summarized: “This
is the keyboard, this is the monitor, this is the printer.” You already know the summary-now you want to know how the thing does
what it does. These assignments are similar. They ask you to identify parts of things-parts of an argument, parts of a narrative,
parts of a poem; then show how those parts fit together (or work against one another) to create some larger effect.

But in the course of so doing, you can't just grind out four or five pages of discussion, explanation, or analysis. It may seem
strange, but even when you're asked to “show how” or “illustrate,” you're still being asked to make an argument. You must shape
and focus that discussion or analysis so that it supports a claim that you discovered and formulated and that all of your discussion
and explanation develops and supports. We'll talk more about claims — also known as points — in later sections.

A third kind of assignment is simultaneously least restrictive and most intimidating. These assignments leave it up to you to
decide not only what you will claim but what you will write about and even what kind of analysis you will do: “Analyze the role of
a character in The Odyssey.” That is the kind of assignment that causes many students anxiety because they must motivate their
research almost entirely on their own. To meet this kind of assignment, the best advice we can give is to read with your mind open
to things that puzzle you, that make you wish you understood something better.
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Now that advice may seem almost counterproductive; you may even think that being puzzled or not understanding something
testifies to your intellectual failure. Yet almost everything we do in a university starts with someone being puzzled about
something, someone with a vague-or specific-dissatisfaction caused by not knowing something that seems important or by
wanting to understand something better. The best place to begin thinking about any assignment is with what you don’t understand
but wish you did.

Another key feature of college writing: what's your point?

However different your assignments may seem, most will share one characteristic: in each, you will almost certainly be asked to
make a point. Now when we talk about the “point” of your paper, you should understand what we do and do not mean. If asked
what the point of their paper is, most students answer with something like, “Well, I wanted to write about the way Falstaff plays
the role of Prince Hal's father.” But that kind of sentence names only your topic and an intention to write about it.

When most of your instructors ask what the point of your paper is, they have in mind something different. By “point” or “claim” (the
words are virtually synonymous with thesis), they will more often mean the most important sentence that you wrote in your essay,
a sentence that appears on the page, in black in white; words that you can point to, underline, send on a postcard; a sentence
that sums up the most important thing you want to say as a result of your reading, thinking, research, and writing. In that sense,
you might state the point of your paper as “Well, I want to show/prove/claim/argue/demonstrate (any of those words will serve to
introduce the point) that

“Though Falstaff seems to play the role of Hal's father, he is, in fact, acting more like a younger brother who .. .."”

If you include in your paper what appears after I want to prove that, then that’s the point of your paper, its main claim that the
rest of your paper supports.

But what’s a good point?

A question just as important as what a point is, though, is what counts as a good one. We will answer that question here, even
though it gets us ahead of ourselves in describing the process of writing a paper. Many beginning writers think that writing an
essay means thinking up a point or thesis and then finding evidence to support it. But few of us work that way. Most of us begin
our research with a question, with a puzzle, something that we don’t understand but want to, and maybe a vague sense of what an
answer might look like. We hope that out of our early research to resolve that puzzle there emerges a solution to the puzzle, an
idea that seems promising, but one that only more research can test. But even if more research supports that developing idea,
we aren’t ready to say that that idea is our claim or point. Instead, we start writing to see whether we can build an argument to
support it, suspecting, hoping that in the act of writing we will refine that idea, maybe even change it substantially.

That's why we say we are getting ahead of ourselves in this account of writing a paper, because as paradoxical as it may sound,
you are unlikely to know exactly what point you will make until after you have written the paper in which you made it. So for us
to talk about the quality of a point now is to get ahead of ourselves, because we haven't even touched on how you might think
about drafting your paper, much less revising it. But because everything you do at the beginning aims at finding a good point, it
is useful to have a clear idea about what it is you are trying to find, what makes for a good point.

A good point or claim typically has several key characteristics: it says something significant about what you have read, something
that helps you and your readers understand it better; it says something that is not obvious, something that your reader didn’t
already know; it is at least mildly contestable, something that no one would agree with just by reading it; it asserts something that
you can plausibly support in five pages, not something that would require a book.

Measured by those criteria, these are not good points or claims:

e “1 Henry IV by William Shakespeare is a play that raises questions about the nature of kingship and responsibility.” Sounds
impressive, but who would contest it? Everyone who has read the play already knows that it raises such questions.

e “Native Son is one of the most important stories about race relations ever written.” Again, your readers probably already
agree with this, and if so, why would they read an essay that supported it? Further, are you ready to provide an argument
that this point is true? What evidence could you provide to make this argument? Are you prepared to compare the effect of
Native Son with the effects of other books about race relations?

e “Socrates’ argument in The Apology is very interesting.” Right. So?

e “In this paper I discuss Thucydides’ account of the Corcyrean-Corinthian debate in Book 1.” First, what significant thing
does this point tell us about the book? Second, who would contest this (who would argue that you are not going to discuss
Thucydides’ account?).
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None of these is a particularly significant or contestable point, and so none of them qualifies as a good one.
What does qualify as a good claim? These might:

e The three most prominent women in Heart of Darkness play key roles in a complex system of parallels: literally as gatekeepers
of Africa, representatively as gatekeepers of darkness, and metaphorically as gatekeepers of brutality.

e While Freud argues that followers obey because each has a part of themselves invested in the leader, Blau claims that
followers obey in order to avoid punishment. Both neglect the effects of external power.

You should recognize, however, that you will only rarely be able state good points like these before you write your first draft. Much
more often, you discover good points at the end of the process of drafting. Writing is a way of thinking through a problem, of
discovering what you want to say. So do not feel that you should begin to write only when you have a fully articulated point in
mind. Instead, write to discover and to refine it.

One note on the language of point sentences. If you're like us, you will want your readers to think that your points are terrifically
interesting and significant. What almost never accomplishes this is to say: “My point is terrifically interesting and significant.”
Many writers try to generate a sense of importance for what they write by simply adding some synonym of the word “important:”
“An important question to consider ...” “It is essential to examine ... ” “A crucial concern is whether. . .” This isn't going to work.
What convinces readers that a point is important is not the word “important,” but the words that tell us the substance of the point.
If, during your first draft, you find yourself using words like “important,” you should make a note to yourself to come back during
your revisions to replace “important” with more substantive language. Then don't forget to do it. It's really important.

Important Concepts

argument

interesting claim

“point” or “claim”

Licenses and Attributions

CC LICENSED CONTENT, ORIGINAL

Composing Ourselves and Our World, Provided by: the authors. License: Attribution 4.0 International (CC BY 4.0)

CC LICENSED CONTENT INCLUDED

This chapter contains an adaptation of About this course: by Lumen Learning, and is used under an Attribution 4.0 International
(CC BY 4.0) license.

This chapter contains an excerpt from Writing in College: A Short Guide to Writing in College Licensed under a Creative
Commons Attribution, Non-Commercial, No Derivatives license. Joseph M. Williams and Lawrence McEnerney, The University of
Chicago.

MULTIMEDIA CONTENT INCLUDED

e Video 1: License: Creative Commons Attribution license (reuse allowed) Attribution: Planning a Paper by
KeeleStudentLearning.

This page titled 1.4: Writing for College is shared under a CC BY-NC-SA 4.0 license and was authored, remixed, and/or curated by Elizabeth
Burrows, Angela Fowler, Heath Fowler, and Amy Locklear.

@IOIC]E) 14 (1.4.5)


https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0
https://courses.lumenlearning.com/wm-englishcomposition1/chapter/about-this-course
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0
https://www.youtube.com/t/creative_commons
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LQRUzt5F8oU
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCcG72huXnqWfivlANW0RhrQ
https://human.libretexts.org/Courses/Harrisburg_Area_Community_College/English_101%3A_English_Composition_(Woodring)/01%3A_Planning_for_Success_in_College/1.04%3A_Writing_for_College
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/

LibreTexts"

1.5: What is Academic Writing

Articles links:
“What Is ‘Academic’ Writing?” by L. Lennie Irvin
“What is an Essay?” provided by Candela Open Courses
“Critical Thinking in College Writing: From the Personal to the Academic” by Gita DasBender
Chapter Preview
e Explore academic writing myths.

o Identify characteristics of academic writing.
e Describe what first-year writing courses are designed to teach.
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A YouTube element has been excluded from this version of the text. You can view it online here: pb.libretexts.org/
composing2/?p=39

What Is “Academic” Writing?

by L. Lennie Irvin
Introduction: The Academic Writing Task

As a new college student, you may have a lot of anxiety and questions about the writing you'll do in college.* That word
“academic,” especially, may turn your stomach or turn your nose. However, with this first year composition class, you begin one
of the only classes in your entire college career where you will focus on learning to write. Given the importance of writing as a
communication skill, I urge you to consider this class as a gift and make the most of it. But writing is hard, and writing in college
may resemble playing a familiar game by completely new rules (that often are unstated). This chapter is designed to introduce

@IOIC]E) 15 (1.5.1)



LibreTexts"

you to what academic writing is like, and hopefully ease your transition as you face these daunting writing challenges.

So here’s the secret. Your success with academic writing depends upon how well you understand what you are doing as you write
and then how you approach the writing task. Early research done on college writers discovered that whether students produced a
successful piece of writing depended largely upon their representation of the writing task. The writers’ mental model for
picturing their task made a huge difference. Most people as they start college have wildly strange ideas about what they are
doing when they write an essay, or worse—they have no clear idea at all. I freely admit my own past as a clueless freshman
writer, and it's out of this sympathy as well as twenty years of teaching college writing that I hope to provide you with something
useful. So grab a cup of coffee or a diet coke, find a comfortable chair with good light, and let's explore together this activity of
academic writing you'll be asked to do in college. We will start by clearing up some of those wild misconceptions people often
arrive at college possessing. Then we will dig more deeply into the components of the academic writing situation and nature of
the writing task.

Myths about Writing

Though I don’t imagine an episode of MythBusters will be based on the misconceptions about writing we are about to look at,
you'd still be surprised at some of the things people will believe about writing. You may find lurking within you viral elements of
these myths—all of these lead to problems in writing.

Myth #1: The “Paint by Numbers” myth

Some writers believe they must perform certain steps in a particular order to write “correctly.” Rather than being a lock-step
linear process, writing is “recursive.” That means we cycle through and repeat the various activities of the writing process
many times as we write.

Myth #2: Writers only start writing when they have everything figured out

Writing is not like sending a fax! Writers figure out much of what they want to write as they write it. Rather than waiting, get
some writing on the page—even with gaps or problems. You can come back to patch up rough spots.

Myth #3: Perfect first drafts

We put unrealistic expectations on early drafts, either by focusing too much on the impossible task of making them perfect
(which can put a cap on the development of our ideas), or by making too little effort beCaUSe€ wWe don’t care or

know about their inevitable problems. Nobody writes perfect first drafts; polished
writing takes lots of revision.

Myth #4: Some got it; I don’t—the genius fallacy

When you see your writing ability as something fixed or out of your control (as if it were in your genetic code), then you won't
believe you can improve as a writer and are likely not to make any efforts in that direction. With effort and study, though, you
can improve as a writer. I promise.

Myth #5: Good grammar is good writing

When people say “I can’t write,” what they often mean is they have problems with grammatical correctness. Writing, however,
is about more than just grammatical correctness. Good writing is a matter of achieving your desired effect upon an intended
audience. Plus, as we saw in myth #3, no one writes perfect first drafts.

Myth #6: The Five Paragraph Essay

Some people say to avoid it at all costs, while others believe no other way to write exists. With an introduction, three
supporting para- graphs, and a conclusion, the five paragraph essay is a format you should know, but one which you will
outgrow. You'll have to gauge the particular writing assignment to see whether and how this format is useful for you.

Myth #7: Never use “I”

Adopting this formal stance of objectivity implies a distrust (almost fear) of informality and often leads to artificial, puffed-
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up prose. Although some writing situations will call on you to avoid using “I” (for example, a lab report), much college writing
can be done in a middle, semi-formal style where it is ok to use “I.”

The Academic Writing Situation

Now that we've dispelled some of the common myths that many writers have as they enter a college classroom, let's take
a moment to think about the academic writing situation. The biggest problem I see in freshman writers is a poor sense of

the writing situation in general. To illustrate this problem, let’'s look at the difference between
speaking and writing.

When we speak, we inhabit the communication situation bodily in three dimensions, but in writing we are confined within the two-
dimensional setting of the flat page (though writing for the web—or multimodal writing—is changing all that). Writing resembles
having a blindfold over our eyes and our hands tied behind our backs: we can’t see exactly whom we're talking to or where we
are. Separated from our audience in place and time, we imaginatively have to create this context. Our words on the page are
silent, so we must use punctuation and word choice to communicate our tone. We also can’t see our audience to gauge how our
communication is being received or if there will be some kind of response. It's the same space we share right now as you read
this essay. Novice writers often write as if they were mumbling to themselves in the corner with no sense that their writing will be
read by a reader or any sense of the context within which their communication will be received.

What's the moral here? Developing your “writer's sense” about communicating within the writing situation is the most important
thing you should learn in freshman composition.

Looking More Closely at the “Academic Writing” Situation

Writing in college is a fairly specialized writing situation, and it has developed its own codes and conventions that you need to
have a keen awareness of if you are going to write successfully in college. Let's break down the writing situation in college:

Who's your audience? Primarily the professor and possibly your class- mates (though you may be asked to include a
secondary outside audience).

What’s the occasion or An assignment given by the teacher within a learning context and designed to have you learn and
context? demonstrate your learning.

What'’s your message? It will be your learning or the interpretation gained from your study of the subject matter.

What'’s your purpose? To show your learning and get a good grade (or to accomplish the goals of the writing

assignment).

What documents/ genres The essay is the most frequent type of document used.
are used?

So far, this list looks like nothing new. You've been writing in school toward teachers for years. What's different in college? Lee
Ann Carroll, a professor at Pepperdine University, performed a study of student writing in college and had this description of the
kind of writing you will be doing in college:

What are usually called ‘writing assignments’ in college might more accurately be called ‘literacy tasks’ because they require
much more than the ability to construct correct sentences or compose neatly organized paragraphs with topic sentences Projects
calling for high levels of critical literacy in college typically require knowledge of research skills, ability to read complex
texts, understanding of key disciplinary concepts, and strategies for synthesizing, analyzing, and responding critically to new
information, usually within a limited time frame. (3-4)

Academic writing is always a form of evaluation that asks you to demonstrate knowledge and show proficiency with certain
disciplinary skills of thinking, interpreting, and presenting. Writing the paper is never “just” the writing part. To be successful in
this kind of writing, you must be completely aware of what the professor expects you to do and accomplish with that particular
writing task. For a moment, let's explore more deeply the elements of this college writing “literacy task.”

Knowledge of Research Skills

Perhaps up to now research has meant going straight to Goo