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\

The premise of this book is that writing is an act of discovery and that it is learned best by doing it—by
writing. That is, we learn more about writing by sitting down and doing it than we do by talking about it and
filling in workbook exercises. That does not mean that we should never talk about writing or do some kinds
of exercises—to the contrary. It helps to have support, guidelines, and background information, and that is
what this textbook offers. Still, a holistic approach to writing keeps the students’ own writing at the center
of the classroom discussion. One of the best ways to keep students’ own writing at the center of classroom
discussion is to use a writers’ workshop in every class meeting—so that each student at some point reads
aloud his or her own work-in-progress and then discovers how other students in his or her writing group
understand it—or misunderstand it—and why. A writers’ workshop approach can still be used with “mini-
lessons” that offer targeted advice about particular problems, but the “mini-lessons” are secondary to the

writing-in-progress.

This suggests that this textbook about academic writing is a resource to be used selectively according to

the teacher’s and students’ purposes. Here’s how:

If the students have done very little academic writing before, they may benefit from beginning with
evidence-based arguments about everyday problems or literary texts. Students will then move from
evidence-based arguments about everyday problems or literature to doing the background reading and
preliminary thinking for academic research, building up to a research proposal. Throughout, students will
engage in writing assignments that develop their ability to critique and to analyze texts and data sets. Even
if the students are writing about everyday problems in the first half of the semester, they will transition
from “basic writing” to “academic writing” by focusing on the very important thinking skills of critique and
interpretation. The writing workshop will be a feature of every class. The culminating paper could be either a
research proposal or a text-based (non-empirical) study.

If the students have already done some academic writing or have the support in place (faculty mentors)
to do some empirical research, they would do the same sequence of assignments but could tailor them to
their own research project (instead of beginning with everyday news issues). Advanced students could read
the reference sections on qualitative and quantitative research in more depth. If advanced students have
actually completed some research, their culminating paper could be a dissertation-like study (empirical or

non-empirical) rather than a research proposal.
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It is assumed that most college students, whether research-ready or not, need much more practice
reading critically, paraphrasing source material, interpreting texts and data sets, focusing thesis statements,
and developing criteria-based arguments. The focus in this book, then, is less on organization and style and

more on thinking, analyzing and arguing. However, organization and style will still be addressed to some

degree.
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