Tips for Project 1: Constructing an Account of an Argument
This document is intended to be useful for students who have carefully read the text and the prompt for Project 1.  It will be most useful for students who have already begun on the assignment and so have specific questions in mind about how to write the assigned essay.

Some questions covered here:

Can’t you tell me in one sentence what to do in this assignment?
Should I use as a model the essays I wrote in high school?
What does “constructing an account” mean?
Can I talk about appeals to ethos, pathos, and logos in this essay?
I think I’m a bad writer. Do you have any suggestions?
OK, I read the prompt. Can’t you tell me in one sentence what to do in this assignment?
To be concise – no. As an advanced writer, you will be analyzing a variety of different aspects of what the text is doing. “Constructing an account of the argument” can be considered the broad topic, but within that you will be doing each of the things the prompt asks. It would be silly to narrow it down to “describing the project, argument, claims, etc.” because you are asked to cover more than that.

The first step, of course, is to describe the main elements of the argument. But you will also be demonstrating your ability to make a well-supported argument about which claims that the writer makes are most important, what kind of evidence is used to support the claims and why it is used, and the various rhetorical approaches the writer uses to affect the audience. In essence, you will be describing, making a claim, exposing the rhetorical strategies the writer uses, and analyzing the effect of the elements of the text on the audience, all in one essay.

Should I use as a model the essays I wrote in high school?
That depends. Some things we are not focusing on in this essay:

· Summarizing the text. I don’t want a book report detailing what is said in each section. Paraphrasing the main argument and sub-claims will, of course, be essential, but the goal is to analyze what the text is doing rather than just to reiterate what it is saying.

· The “five-paragraph essay” format. Don’t get me wrong – you might only write five paragraphs (not advised for a 4-6 page paper, but every writer is different). You will also have an introduction, body, and conclusion. However, I don’t want the intro to just give the writer’s bio, the body to give three, unrelated, independent main points about the text, and the conclusion to re-state what you’ve already said. Please visit the guidelines for structuring your essay for more on how to use each paragraph to develop an argument and convince the reader of its significance.
· Whether or not you liked it/disliked it/think the writer is amazing/think the writer is boring… You will be asserting your opinion in this essay in the form of trying to convince your reader what you think is most important in the text and the rhetorical approaches it uses. You will also be using your own experiences as part of the “audience” of the text to discuss the effects of the text on the reader. However, editorial comments on your own views of the issues raised or your opinion on the writer are better left for another essay.

I want to write a longer note on this subject, because it is often confusing and disheartening for students who have become adept at discussing and supporting their own opinions in reflective essays, editorials, or in-class debates. I like to talk about this subject in terms of an appeal to ethos. No reader or listener gives much weight to someone’s opinion of a text unless they trust that the person is an authority in understanding the intent of the text and the way it was composed. For example, if I was walking down the street and I overheard someone say they thought a movie was “stupid and boring,” it wouldn’t mean much to me. If it was Steven Spielberg, or Roger Ebert, I might have a better idea of the kind of criticism being offered. Even still, I would rather know what aspects of the film he was criticizing. For this project, you will first be developing your ethos as a writer, convincing your audience that you have authority and ability to construct an account of the argument.

I hope that this has at least explained many of the things I am not looking for in your essays. To recap: 1) limit the summary of the text to only what is necessary; 2) seek to develop an argument sentence by sentence, rather than having each paragraph make separate, unrelated points; and, 3) avoid using words or phrases that focus on what you liked or disliked in or about the text.

I now know to keep my focus on analyzing the text, rather than summarizing or editorializing. But what does “constructing an account of the argument” even mean?
Constructing an account of the argument means that you will be addressing an educated reader, unfamiliar with the text, and developing an argument about the rhetorical moves the text is making. You are convincing your audience of the ways that the text strategically affects a reader. You are beginning with the project and overall argument of the text, and then discussing and analyzing the sub-claims, the evidence chosen carefully to convince the reader of those claims, and explaining why the writer built the argument that way. You are also documenting each of your statements with examples from the text, building an argument of your own that would be difficult to refute because it is so well-supported.
I hear all this talk about strategies. Can I talk about appeals to ethos, pathos, and logos in this essay?
The goal of this assignment is, first and foremost, to construct an account of the project, argument, claims, and evidence that are present in the text. In doing so, you will also be focusing on the “strategy” behind why the writer chooses to organize the text as it is, how the evidence is convincing and why it was chosen, and the effects of these things on the audience.

There isn’t a reason why you couldn’t discuss other rhetorical strategies in this text – including acknowledging objections, rebuttals, warrants, fallacies, and the Aristotelian appeals (ethos, pathos, and logos). However, remember that your primary goal in this essay is to construct an account of the argument – not to talk about the effectiveness of the strategies used. As a writer, you are first developing your authority in analyzing rhetorical arguments. Analyzing rhetorical strategies is an even more advanced subject, and one we will be moving into further in Project 3. If you have addressed everything else superbly, I don’t see any reason why you couldn’t tackle strategies as well; however, I think it will be difficult to do so well in an essay of this length.

If you are interested in covering these strategies, I would highly suggest considering doing so in a separate paper or a much longer paper. I am open to reading your work, so if this is something you would like to do please discuss it with me in advance. Rest assured that we will have much practice with rhetorical strategies later in the semester.
I think I’m a bad writer. Do you have any suggestions for me?
Take heart! I don’t really think of any writing done in this course as “bad writing.” We are all writers-in-training; some of us with more experience than others.

Firstly – writing is a recursive process (look that word up if you aren’t familiar with it; it’s important and it’s a great word to throw around at social gatherings). Writing has many stages, and some of the later stages can seem even less organized or articulated than the early stages. If you’re feeling stuck at a stage where your writing is disorganized or inarticulate, it probably means that there are things in the way. Some suggestions:

· If you are on one of your first drafts, keep writing! Don’t be afraid to let your ideas be simply stated and then later revised. The more comfortable you are with your ideas not being set in stone, the easier it will be to develop your ideas first and edit later.

· If you are “stuck,” ask yourself (or the text) some questions! What haven’t you answered? What bores you? What interests you? What makes you angry about the assignment? What motivates you? Why? Which sentence are you still confused by? What audience do you think the writer isn’t targeting? Why? How might the evidence be different if aimed at a different audience? What assumptions does the author make?

· If you struggle with finding vocabulary to express yourself, stop worrying! Do you find yourself constantly using the thesaurus to find equivalent words, but aren’t really sure if they mean the same thing? One thing that is easiest for a reader to spot is words that are used incorrectly. You wouldn’t believe how confusing it is as a reader to try to figure out if a student is really choosing that word to express the meaning, or just found it in the thesaurus. Thesauruses are great tools – use them! However; be willing to look up the actual meaning of the new word and some examples of how it’s used. Another great way to build your vocabulary (and a more fun one, I think) is to read more. Picking up new vocabulary words by reading an article on my favorite subject is often far more meaningful to me than using a thesaurus alone. One more tool is to write down new words you hear and don’t know – and then to look them up! Over time, this will build your vocabulary skills.

· If you know (or have been told) that you struggle with grammar, like subject-verb agreement, don’t let that stop you from writing! There are many tools for working with grammar, and I am happy to meet with you individually to discuss them. We also have drop-in tutors on campus who can help with questions about grammar. Most importantly, don’t let grammar get in the way of writing out your ideas. Presentation is important, and we want the writing to flow smoothly, but if you aren’t writing at all, none of your thoughts will get across! Focus first on the writing, then on the editing.

Secondly, each of the essays turned in for this class will require a draft, which will be workshopped with your peers, often in addition to conferencing with me. The essays you write here will be products of a process – ever-changing and open to modification. Great writing often takes practice, and we will have ample room for practice in this class.
