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The Fundamentals of Writing

College students face a variety of writing tasks as they work towards

their chosen degrees. Naturally, these tasks will vary from one degree
program to another. They are, however, similar in two aspects. First, the
tasks become progressively more complex and demanding the farther you go
in the program. Second, they need to be written “academically”. In this
sense, you must understand and be able to produce the techniques by which
academic writers communicate to academic audiences. At the end of studying

different units in this book, you will be able to demonstrate a command of
the following skills:

1

Prewriting: think before writing

A. Understand the assignment

B. Choose a subject that you are interested in

C. Narrow the subject so that it can be adequately covered within the
limits of the assignment

D. Collect ideas

E. Consider the audience

Organization: write straightforward prose

A. Begin and end the paper clearly

B. Write a thesis statement of opinion and/or intent

C. Move smoothly from one paragraph to another

Development: support ideas

A. Use specific details to explain general ideas

B. Use facts, examples, physical description, and personal experience
to develop ideas

Revision: look again, change and strengthen
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A. Reconsider the needs of the audience
B. Reconsider the purpose( s) of the paper
5. Grammar and mechanics
A. Use language with precision
B. Avoid common errors of grammar and sentence structure
C. Strengthen writing through editing

The Audience

"Even before you write, you need to consider your audience. The
audience is an essential concept for all writers. The basic rules for all the
writers are: 1) write about what you know. 2)always write for an audience.
Writers choose their subjects and their methods of presenting material
(diction, sentence structure, organization) according to who will read the
finished product. In order to communicate successfully, to write essays that
have interest and value, you must decide:

A. Who you are: a student? A son or daughter? An expert?

B. Who your audience is: Classmates? Parents? The officer?

Your decision about who you are and who your audience is will
determine:

A. What you write: what does your audience know? What are the
interests, the needs, and the expectations of your audience? What
does your audience not know? What might your audience want to
know? What do you know that you can communicate to your
audience?

B. How you write: will you use short sentences and simple language?
Will you use sophisticated concepts and terms? Will you use charts or
photographs?

All audiences have expectations. The audience for most college students
will be an instructor, who is presumably quite knowledgeable about the
assigned writing topic. To be successful in your writing task, you need to
have an understanding of your audience’s expectations and prior knowledge,

because these will affect the content of your writing.
.0.



Unit 1 The Fundamentals of Writing l_

Showing and Telling

In the paragraphs below, students wrote about their mothers. The

information in these paragraphs demonstrates the differences between
SHOWING AND - TELLING
(Demonstrating) ( Asserting)

Simply telling your reader what you want to communicate may be easy,
but it is rarely very interesting or even very believable. In order to support
your statements, you will need to use specific details and examples. In other
words, showing your-reader that what you have presented is valid will make
your essay more interesting and more believable.

Read the sample paragraphs. Which sentences in each paragraph simply
tell about the mother? Which sentences show — that is, which sentences
contain specific details and examples about the mother? In addition, which

sentences discuss the mother? Do these sentences tell about the writer
instead?

C_Sample

® It started nineteen years ago when she brought me into the world. Mom gave
me the best care any child could have gotten. She has taught me more than any
teacher in school and is overflowing with love. Always understanding and easy to
communicate with and there when needed. She’s the best: my “Mom”.

® Mom is a gray — haired lady of about 72 years. She is very sweet when she
wants to be and very difficult when she puts her mind to it. I had to teach her how to
drive at the age of 50, and the only safe place to teach her was in a wheat field. She is
a determined lady; for example, when I was teaching her to drive she backed up the
car until it boiled, but she did learn how to back. She has more trouble now keeping
her stories in correct order and true. I love my mother more as I grow older. I realize
some of the things she had to go through to raise me.

® An essay on my mother you said, and I began thinking what to write. I just
realized that it’s possible that I don’t truly know my mother, or at least not as well as
I'd thought. She’s about an inch shorter than I am and we look very much alike.
Both of us have a spreading hip problem. My mom’s always there. She’s easy to talk
and I like hearing her bpinions. I really admire her because she went back to school a

. 3.
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few years ago and now is teaching in an elementary school. She really loves her job
and the children. She also has plenty of time to keep up just about everything else that
she did before working. Now that my brothers and sisters and I are older and more on
our own I'm very glad that my mother’s the way she is. She has accepted the fact that
we have lives of our own, and she is going on living hers. My father has also
benefited from this. They really make a good team.

¢ My mom can handle just about anything that life can throw at her. Usually
she’s the most excitable person in our house. I just can’t imagine what it would be like
without her. Except that I would feel as though some great knowledge had been torn
from my own self.

® My mother was born in the Federal Republic of Germany in 1918. She grew
up in the Bavarian Alps and lived there until her family moved to the city of Marlsruhe
which lies near the Black Forest, along the Rhine River. Just prior to World War II,
my mother married my father and I came along in 1939. In 1945, after the war and
after my father had been killed in action, my mother met and married my stepfather

and traveled with him to the United States to live with him and me in California
where she still resides.

The following paragraphs were written by students in response to an
assignment to write a paragraph about their names. The students tried to
show, by using factual information, details, and examples, what their names
meant. Are there specific details in the paragraphs? What makes each
paragraph interesting? What details are memorable?

(_Sample

® My complete name is Lili Margarite Chan Gonzelez. My first name, Lili,
was the name of a ballet dancer. She was my grandfather’s fianc. e. They never got
married because one night after her show she was killed in the street where she used to
live. In my country most of my friends call me Lilian because they say that Lili is a
diminutive of Lilian. My second name is the name of a flower and also the name of a
saint. In the Catholic religion, our second name must have a Catholic meaning.
Chan, my third name, is a Chinese name. I really don’t know anything about it. My
real last name is Gonzalez, and it is a very common Spanish name.

¢ My full name is Adel Addeb Ali Hassan Ali Ebram O’hide Salamah Faraq Al
— Hada. These ten names are my names plus my father’s and my grandfather’s from my
father’s side. It is a custom in Arabia that every child has to be called by his father’s side.
My family name is supposed to be Al — Hadad, but for some reason my sixth

- 4.
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grandfather was famous, so his sons and grandsons took his name to be a family name.
All of these names are Arabian. As it is everywhere, one name has been repeated,
maybe because it was common during that time. Of course, I just use three of these
names at school, and in most of my daily life I just like to be called by my first name,
Adel. Besides that point, we have another habit of calling the child Mohammed when
he is born for the first seven days. So actually I would have twenty names if we add
Mohammed before each of my other names, as it is common to do back home. I
remember all of these names because it is believed that we should be proud of our
grandfathers.

® My name is Sin Sing Chiu, Henry. Anyone who looks at my first and second
name will be puzzled by the meanings that they convey in the English language. The
two words seem to indicate that I have committed so many crimes that I have come to
“sing” them out. However, Sin Sing have completely different meanings in the
Chinese language. In my family, every male generation is assigned a definite first
name; mine happened to be Sin, which means “kind” in Chinese. The second name
is given by my grandfather. He thinks that kindness should be widespread over the
lands and seas. It is for this reason that I have received the name Sing which means
“voice” . Chiu is my last name, and [ am proud of it, because it is one of the names
of the dynasties in China, and it includes a very large family. We even have
generation books dated back to our great — great — great grandfathers. My English
name, Henry, was chosen by my brother; it is for convenience that I have adopted
this name. Since my Chinese name is not very easy to say, I can be remembered by
my English name.

General and Specific

In writing a paragraph you will need to know the difference between a
general idea and a specific detail. Between the two, many levels may exist.
In the examples below, each word is more specific than the word above it.
That is, each of the subsets is subordinate to the word above it. You indicate
this subordination by indenting the word.

solar system

planets
earth
North America
United States
Colorado
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Fort Collins
Colorado State University

a classroom

essay tree
paragraph _ trunk
sentence , branch
word ‘ twig
syllable leaf
letter

In the examples below, each general sentence is made more specific.
1. General: Airlines transport people all over the world.
Spedific: United Airlines has daily fights from Denver to New York city and

London.
2. General: Foreign students often have adjustment problems in the United States.

Specific: Morella has trouble understanding her American roommate.

The Paragraph

A paragraph is a series of sentences that develop one idea. Usually that
idea is stated in a general form in one sentence, called the topic sentence.
That sentence tells your audience what to expect in the paragraph. The rest of
the sentences in the paragraph provide the reader with specific explanation or
proof ( evidence, support) of the general topic sentence. The supporting
sentences help the reader understand more clearly what the writer means; they
show that the topic sentence is valid.

Of course, a reader does not have to agree with your topic sentence. But

if your paragraph is complete, the information should show the reader that
your point view is worthwhile and clear.

Subject and Topic

SUBJECT: A General Area of Interest
A. Sports
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B. World Travel
C. Education
TOPIC: A subject that has been narrowed so that it can be covered
thoroughly. How narrow a topic is depends on the assignment.
Narrowing a subject to a topic can be compared to a wide — angle
camera lens that zooms in to focus on a single small flower. By focusing your
attention on a small part of the subject, you can narrow the subject to a
restricted area that you can cover in depth rather than superficially. In the
examples below, the subjects have been narrowed.
Soccer
Sports <Marathon
Olympic Shot—Putting
Hiking through Europe
World Travel <My First Trip Abroad
On Tour in Hawaii
Music in the Elementary School
Education <Open Classrooms vs. Traditional Classrooms
Foreign Students in U.S. Universities
Further narrowing of a topic can make the resulting paragraph even more
interesting to the audience because a narrow topic forces the writer to be more
specific, to show by example, fact, physical description, and personal
experience rather than simply to tell.
Why I Play Soccer
Soccer <Injuries Common in Soccer

‘ "What Makes 2 Champion Soccer Player

The Great Volcano
On Tour in Hawaii < How to Snorkel

Kinds of Shells on Maui
Should Band Be Offered to Grade School
Students?
Music in the Elementary School JI;I)?IIN dtl‘; 8ﬁi)ilem€ntary School Boys to

Square Dancingasa Technique of Teaching

The Topic Sentence

For every topic, you can write several different paragraphs. Each of
7 .



__I The Systemic Writing Approach

these paragraphs will have a topic sentence that will
A. Introduce the topic in the paragraph
B. Be the most general sentence in the paragraph
C. Be the most important sentence in the paragraph
D. Contain controlling ideas that the following sentences in the
paragraph will explain, define, clarify and illustrate. That is, the
sentence will support or prove the topic sentence
A controlling idea is a word or phrase that the reader can ask questions
about: How? Why? In what ways? What does that mean?
In the sentences below, the controlling ideas are underlined, and the
questions a reader could ask follow that topic sentence:
1. It is very difficult to be alone in a foreign country.
Why? In what ways?

2. There are several unusual superstitions in my country about death.
What are they? Why are they unusual?
3. The most serious problem in higher education in Venezuela is the

growing number of students who fail courses several times.

Why is the problem so serious? How many students fail? What exactly
makes this situation a problem?

4. Most people have the wrong idea about the definition of statistics.
What is the wrong idea? What is the right definition?

C Practice_

In the topic sentences below, circle the controlling ideas. Then write

specific questions that the paragraph following each topic sentence might
answer.
1. There are differences in shape, color, and taste between the two most
popular varieties of dates in Saudi Arabia.
Questions:

2. One of the most recent technical advances in the use of water is the
development of hydroelectric power.
Questions:
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3. The creativity of the preschool child can be developed with special
activities.

Questions:

4. Violence in the sport of hockey is destroying the quality of the game.

Questions:

1. A topic sentence cannot be a simple statement of a fact because in a
fact there are no controlling ideas that need development. Examples
of facts that are not topic sentences:

A. You can buy these socks at K-Mart for $1.98.
B. We celebrate Christmas on December 25.

2. Weak topic sentences are often simple personal opinion; the
controlling idea in “I like” or “I think” is difficult to support.
Examples of simple statements of opinion that are weak topic
sentences:

A. I can’t help liking this book.
B. I like dogs better than cats.
C. It is my opinion that smoking causes cancer.

3. A successful topic sentence usually contains an opinion that will be
proved or supported in the paragraph, or a statement of intent that the
writer will explain in detail in the paragraph. Examples of topic
sentences that have an opinion or a statement of intent:

A. Snakes make better pets than dogs or cats.

Smoking can cause genetic defects in an unborn child.

Marathon racing is good for the soul as well as for the body.

To see Europe on a mere $10 a day, try hiking.

my N W

Building a room that utilizes passive solar energy can reduce

heating costs.
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The Point Paragraph

Each paragraph you write will contain a topic sentence and four to eight
sentences that will support the topic sentences. These supporting sentences will
be more specific than the topic sentence. Notice that the more specific ideas are
indented.

A chart of a balanced, detailed paragraph looks like this:

TOPIC SENTENCE ( CONTROLLING IDEAS)

A. POINT NUMBER ONE

SPECIFIC DETAILS {1, 2}

B. POINT NUMBER TWO

SPECIFIC DETALLS (1, 2}
C. POINT NUMBER THREE

SPECIFIC DETAILS (1, 2}
CONCLUDING SENTENCE

Example

General Topic Sentence  Riding a bicycle is preferable to driving a car.
A. It’s relatively inexpensive.
1. to buy

2. to operate

More specific B. It’s healthier.
1. more exercise more

2. less pollution specific
C. It’s personally satisfying,
1. enjoy the scenery

2. become part of nature
General Concluding Sentence In all but the most inclement weather, the bicycle

is a pleasurable means of transportation.

Resulting paragraph:
Riding a bicycle is preferable to driving a car. First of all, a bicycle is relatively

inexpensive to buy and to maintain. While a car may cost thousands of dollars to buy
and hundreds of dollars annually, a good bicycle will cost only a hundred dollars or
.10 -
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Unit 1 The Fundamentals of Writing l

so, and its annual maintenance cost is very small. Biking is also healthier; not only
does the biker get more physical exercise than the driver, but bicycles are
nonpolluting. The consequence is a person with strong legs and a strong heart whose
bicycle helps keep the environment clean. Finally, bicycling is, unlike driving,
personally satisfying. Instead of being a robot inside a machine, the biker pedals along,
enjoying the scenery, becoming a part of nature. In all but the most inclement

weather, the bicycle is a pleasurable means of transportation.

C Practice

Read the two paragraphs below. Then outline each paragraph according
to the format for the point paragraph outlined given above.

1. Write the topic sentence of each paragraph. Circle the controlling
ideas in each topic sentence.

2. List the two to four main points given in each paragraph.

3. Under each main point, list the specific details used to support each
point.

® In the minds of many people, the octopus is considered an animal of hell, a
devil-fish; however, for me this strange creature has amazing powers. First, the
octopus has excellent, humanlike eyesight; the eyes, like those of vertebrates, have
lids, irises, crystalline lenses, and retinas. When a predator appears, the orange-
brown eyes, which are mobile and so can be turned in different directions, flash in the
sea like the sun in the sky. Similarly amazing is the octopus’s facility for changing
shape. Generally its favorite hiding place is a small cavity in a rock; the octopus,
usually a round marine animal, can make itself entirely flat like an envelope or it can
stretch itself like India rubber in order to enter the small crevice. This remarkable
animal can also transform itself by changing color: white, black, and even red! The
agents for these color changes are the chromatophores, the color cells; the octopus has
two different kinds of cells, one for the dark colors and another for the light ones.
Why does the octopus have all these transforming abilities? Because he has lost the
protective shell of his ancestors and must therefore have alternative ways to survive in
the sea.

® [t is hard for foreign student wives to be able to make American friends since
most of their husbands go to school full time while they have to stay at home taking
care of the children and the house. This situation makes it almost impossible for them
to go out often and meet people. Furthermore, most of the foreign wives don’t speak
English at all when they first come here, and this keeps them from having a

<11 -
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conversation with an English speaker. Finally, foreign students usually live in student
housing, and generally the Americans who live there go to school. In many cases,
even if only the husband is going to school, the American wife will be working.
Consequently, the American couple does not have time to socialize, and the foreign

student wives have very few American friends.

The Process of Writing a Paragraph

1. Choose a subject that you know about.
Example: Studying abroad
2. Identifying your audience
Example: Classmates
3. Narrow your subject to a topic that will interest your audience.
Examples: Advantages and Disadvantages of Being a University
Student in the United States.
!
Problems of Living Alone While Studying at a University
in the United States.
!
Most Serious Problem of Living Alone While Studying at
a University in the United States.
4. Collect some ideas about your topic.
Examples: ® Having to clean the apartment
¢ No one to wake me up in the morning
® Having to shop and cook for myself
¢ Missing classes because I don’t keep a regular schedule
¢ Spending my money too quickly
¢ Having to do the laundry
® Loneliness
¢ Don’t get my studying completed — no one to
discipline me
5. List details about some of your ideas that will interest your audience.

Examples: ® waking up: late for class, never time for breakfast
<12.



