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Chapter 1

Academic Writing e e .

Academic writing addresses topic-based “research questions” of interest to
anyone who is seeking objectively-presented information on a particular topic. The
objective of academic writing is the creation of “new knowledge” via a review of
what is currently known about a given topic as the foundation for the author’s new
views or perspectives on the topic.

The topics would all be relevant to current or historical issues. With the topic,
researchers (including students) must define one or more “research questions”

concerning the chosen “issue” that the paper will address. The paper will help
readers understand the topic more fully, or in a new way. on the basis of how the
author has treated the topic, in particular through the answer (s) given to the
research question(s).

In academic writing, the author covers the selected topic from an authoritative
point of view. The writing is “thesis-driven”, meaning that the starting point is a
particular perspective, idea or “thesis” on the chosen topic, e. g. establishing,
proving or disproving “answers” to the “research questions” posed for the topic. In
contrast, simply describing a topic without the questions does NOT qualify as
“academic writing. ”

The foundation of the research paper is the documented review of what is
currently known about the topic. On this foundation the author constructs his/her
perspective, e. g. how the topic may be understood more fully or differently from
what is “currently known.” The author’s perspective may come from the use of
more extensive or more up-to-date sources than had been available to previous
scholars, or by interpreting the details of these sources differently from how other
scholars have done. Totally new information may also be created to “test” or

“confirm” questions arising in the paper.
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Academic Essay

Definition and Features

An academic essay, a kind of academic writing, is a short research paper,
usually at the undergraduate or graduate level. Although undergraduate writing
may not necessarily be seen as writing for an authentic academic audience (O’
Brien, 1995), and students may not have the professional content or discourse
knowledge that experts do, assignments given often require them to learn how to
analyze and evaluate content knowledge, how to position themselves in various
debates and to articulate that positioning in a congruent manner. So, academic
essays must possess the essential features of academic writing and meet its basic
requirements, such as a strong and well-presented argument, adequate evidence and
reasoning, objectivity and the spirit of inquiry, etc.

First, an essay should have an argument. It should answer a question or a few
related questions, It should try to prove something—develop a single “thesis” or a
short set of closely related points—by reasoning and evidence, especially including
apt examples and confirming citations from any particular text or sources your
argument involves, Gathering such evidence normally entails some rereading of the
text or sources with a question or provisional thesis in mind.

When—as is usually the case—an assigned topic does not provide you with a
thesis ready-made, your first effort should be to formulate as exactly as possible the
question(s) you will seek to answer in your essay. Next, develop by thinking.
reading. and jotting a provisional thesis or hypothesis. Don’t become prematurely
committed to this first answer. Pursue it, but test it—even to the point of
consciously asking yourself what might be said against it—and be ready to revise or
qualify it as your work progresses. (Sometimes a suggestive possible title one
discovers early can serve in the same way. )

Also, the argument must be well presented and developed. There are many
ways in which any particular argument may be well presented, but an essay’s
organization—how it begins, develops, and ends—should be designed to present
your argument clearly and persuasively. (The order in which you discovered the

parts of your argument is seldom an effective order for presenting it to a reader. )
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Essential Elements: Purpose, Audience, Genre

1. Think about Your Purpose

Every academic essay is written for a reason. Perhaps it is to convince readers
of the author’s point of view or explain the causes of a problem and suggest
appropriate solutions. Sometimes an author wishes to correct misinformation or to
introduce the audience to a subject they knew nothing about before. In other
words, the essay is written to have some effect on the readers. The purpose of the
essay. therefore, is the effect the author wants to make. Or, the purpose of the
essay is whatever the author wishes to accomplish by writing it.

Although the purpose of the essay greatly influences the way the essay is
written, the purpose is usually implied rather than stated. When it does appear in
the essay, it is usually stated in the introduction. Whether or not you find it
appropriate to state your purpose, it is a good idea to write it down in the planning
stage and use it as a guide for all subsequent decisions in constructing the essay.
Keeping the purpose firmly in mind will assist you in choosing the proper materials
and prevent digressions on unimportant or irrelevant ideas.

Your purpose for writing can be examined from several different perspectives:
your rhetorical aim, the motivating occasion that gets you going. and your desire to
change your reader’s view. All three perspectives will help you make your
awareness of purpose work for you and increase your writing skills. Let’s examine
each in turn,

1) Purpose as a Rhetorical Aim

In this textbook you will identify several different aims of writing: to express,
to explore, to inform, to analyze and synthesize, to persuade, and to reflect.
Thinking of each piece of writing in terms of one or more of these rhetorical aims
can help you understand typical ways that your essay can be structured and
developed and can help you clarify your relationship with your audience.

2) Purpose as a Response to a Motivating Occasion

Another important way to think about purpose is to think about each piece of
writing as a response to a particular motivating occasion. Almost all writing is
compelled by some sort of motivating occasion or exigency (urgent or pressing
situation) , which can be external (someone giving a task and setting a deadline) or

internal (your awareness of a problem stimulating your desire to bring about some

o
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change in people’s views).

College students’ motivations for writing can be equally complex: in part, you
write to meet a deadline; in part, you write to please the teacher and get a good
grade. But ideally, you also write because you have become engaged with an
intellectual problem and want to say something significant about it. The point here
is that your purposes for writing are always more complex than the simple desire to
meet an assignment deadline.

3) Purpose as a Desire to Change Your Reader’s View

Perhaps the most useful way to think about purpose is to focus on the change
you want to bring about in your audience’s view of the subject. When you are given
a college writing assignment, this view of purpose engages you directly with the
intellectual problem specified in the assignment. For most essays, you can write a
one-sentence, nutshell statement about your purpose. For example:

My purpose is to explain how Thoreau’s view of nature differs in important

ways from that of contemporary environmentalists.

My purpose is to persuade the general public that wind-generated electricity is
not a practical energy alternative in the Pacific Northwest,
(Ramage, Bean and Johnson 28)

4) Purpose Related to Thesis and Occasion

The concept of purpose is frequently confused with the concepts of thesis and
occasion. The differences between these three terms are subtle, yet very
important. A thesis is the specific conclusion that the writer has made about the
subject. It is the proposition that is supported in the essay by reasoning, analysis,
and evidence. A thesis may be something like “capital punishment is necessary to
prevent crime” or “mountain climbing is safer than it looks.” While the thesis is
what the writer wants to say about the subject, the purpose is what the writer
hopes to accomplish by saying it.

In general, a thesis is a clear one-sentence statement of the writer’s main idea.
It is the “controlling idea” of the essay. Each sentence in the essay should be
closely related to this central idea and should clarify and strengthen it. Always
write out a thesis before attempting to write an essay. Until you become more
experienced, put the thesis statement in the introduction in order to strengthen
your organization and clarify your thought. This practice will also help you to limit
your topic.

Sometimes, the thesis, like the purpose, is merely implied in the essay. The
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reader can understand what it is by the writer’s interpretation of the evidence and
the choice of words. Most often, however, there is a thesis statement with the
essay, which may appear anywhere, but is usually most effective in either the
introduction or conclusion. Sometimes too, the introduction contains a partial
thesis statement that is clarified and expanded in the conclusion.

The occasion of an essay is the circumstances that prompted the author to
write. The occasion might be a newspaper report or a series of reports, a newly
recognized fad, a letter the author received, a discussion the author had with
someone, and so forth, An English assignment is. of course, an occasion for an
essay, but the student writer would be wise to consider the specific circumstances
that prompted the selection of a particular topic, thesis, and purpose.

Like the thesis and purpose, the occasion does not have to be stated in the
essay, but it may be appropriately mentioned when it would help the reader. In

most cases, the statement of the occasion appears in the introduction.
2. Think about Your Audience

In our discussion of purpose, we have already had a lot to say about audience.
What you know about your readers—their {amiliarity with your subject matter,
their reasons for reading, their closeness to you, their values and beliefs—affects
most of the choices you make as a writer.

In assessing your audience, you must first determine who that audience is—a
single reader (for example, your instructor), a select group (a scholarship
committee; attendees at an undergraduate research conference), or a general
audience. If you imagine a general audience, you will need to make some initial
assumptions about their views and values. Doing so creates an “implied audience”,
giving you a stable rather than a moving target so that you can make decisions about
your own essay. Thus, it is essential to determine whom you are writing for before
you begin to write.

In analyzing your audience, consider its knowledge of and attitude toward your
topic. Basically, you should ask yourself the following questions:

(1) How much does the audience know about the topic?

(2) Does the audience already have an opinion on the subject? What is it?

(3) Does the audience have any mistaken notions about the topic? Do these

misconceptions affect its opinion?

(4) How will the audience react to having these misconceptions challenged?

What kind of information would be most influential?



