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Preface   xxiii

Writing is a way to understand and participate in the world around us. It is a vehicle for learning—

a way to make sense of our experiences and convey what we learn to others. Writing is a powerful 

means of individual expression and social interaction that has the capacity to change us. As the 

National Commission on Writing in America’s Schools and Colleges put it, “At its best, writing 

has helped transform the world.”

Composition teachers know all this, of course. They understand the power of writing, and they 

know that writing well is necessary for students to succeed in college and beyond. But instructors 

also know that a one-semester course is never quite enough to help students develop the sophisti-

cated skills they will need to write effectively in their college classes and in their lives outside school. 

Research indicates that students need their entire college careers to develop those skills. First-year 

writing courses can lay the foundation for that process.

To make the most of the composition course, Writing: Ten Core Concepts focuses on the most 

important skills and knowledge that students must develop to be able to write the kind of sophis-

ticated prose expected in college. It teaches the foundational lessons that students need to develop 

their competence as writers.

A Focus on Important Aspects of Writing
Research indicates that most college students tend to have difficulty with a few crucial aspects of 

writing:

 ■ addressing an audience effectively

 ■ focusing on a main idea and developing it sufficiently

 ■ organizing texts appropriately

 ■ adopting an appropriate register or “voice” in writing

 ■ supporting assertions or arguments

 ■ identifying and using appropriate sources

 ■ revising effectively

 ■ applying the conventions of academic writing

For the most part, these difficulties apply across disciplines and forms of writing. Significantly, 

research reveals that most of these problems arise from three main sources:

 ■ students’ lack of understanding of the rhetorical nature of writing

 ■ students’ inexperience with different rhetorical tasks across the college curriculum

 ■ students’ misunderstanding of how to manage the process of writing

Preface
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In other words, these problems arise from a basic misunderstanding of the rhetorical and social 

nature of writing and inexperience with managing the writing process in the context of varied rhe-

torical tasks, especially the kind of writing tasks typical of academic work in college.

Consequently, Writing: Ten Core Concepts rests on three central ideas about writing:

 ■ Writing is a rhetorical act. Writing is fundamentally an interaction between a writer and a 

reader within a specific social context. In this sense, writing is always a social activity, and 

effective writing connects writers and readers in complex and powerful ways.

 ■ Writing is a way to participate in the conversations that shape our lives. Through writing, writers 

and their readers collaborate in knowledge-making and share information and opinions about 

issues that matter to them. Writing enables us to take part in the many ongoing conversations 

about important matters that affect how we live and how we understand ourselves and the 

world we inhabit. In the most basic sense, writing is a way to construct the world by partici-

pating in these complex conversations.

 ■ Writing is a means of inquiry. Writing is an intellectual activity that can lead to a deeper under-

standing of ideas, experiences, and information. It is a means of understanding ourselves and 

the world we share. Writing can engage students in careful, critical thinking about themselves 

and the world around them. Writing is a unique and powerful vehicle for learning.

These ideas inform both the content and structure of Writing: Ten Core Concepts. As students are 

guided through various writing tasks and learn to manage the process of writing efficiently, they 

also gain a fuller understanding of the nature of writing as rhetoric, conversation, and inquiry. This 

book will help composition instructors meet a central challenge in working with student writers: 

helping students develop a sophisticated understanding of writing and gain experience as writers 

acting on that understanding.

Writing: Ten Core Concepts emphasizes what is essential in writing at the college level and 

guides students as they apply that knowledge to various writing tasks. It trains students to think 

rhetorically and helps them manage the fundamental characteristics of effective academic writing. 

In this regard, the Ten Core Concepts serve as both a framework for understanding writing and a 

practical, step-by-step guide for negotiating the demands of academic writing tasks.

Ten Core Concepts
The Ten Core Concepts distinguish this textbook from other writing guides. Most composition 

textbooks try to cover every conceivable aspect of writing in college and beyond, presenting far 

more material than students could ever grasp and retain in a single semester. That approach ulti-

mately waters down the most important lessons that student writers must learn. Writing: Ten Core 

Concepts is different. It emphasizes what students must really learn to become effective writers.

These Core Concepts are not basic skills, nor are they procedures for completing specific kinds 

of writing tasks. Rather, they are fundamental insights into the nature of writing that students 

must enact as they complete varied writing tasks. These Core Concepts boil down what has been 

learned through research and practice into key ideas about what writing is and how effective writ-

ing works. For example, Core Concept 4—“a writer must have something to say”—emphasizes 
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the need for a piece of writing to convey a clear main point or idea. Studies indicate that college 

writing instructors identify the lack of a clear main idea as one of the most common weaknesses 

in student writing. This concept helps students understand why effective writing in most genres 

is characterized by a focus on a main idea; it also helps them understand how the different expec-

tations in various academic disciplines can shape a writer’s main idea and how that main idea is 

presented and developed in specific kinds of texts. Most importantly, the concept guides students 

through a process that enables them to identify, refine, and articulate the main idea of any writing 

project they are working on. In this way, the Core Concepts can deepen students’ understanding 

of key insights about writing at the same time that students practice applying those insights in 

their own writing.

The Ten Core Concepts are not prescriptive. They are not step-by-step instructions for writing 

in specific genres. Instead, they are fundamental but flexible guidelines for writing; they serve as a 

set of heuristics that students can apply to any writing task. Writing: Ten Core Concepts is informed 

by the basic idea that practice is essential in developing writing competence. In a sense, this idea 

is the 11th Core Concept. Only through sustained, guided practice in writing different kinds of 

texts for various rhetorical situations can students develop the understanding and ability to write 

effectively for different purposes. Accordingly, Writing: Ten Core Concepts relies, in part, on the 

repetition of the Ten Core Concepts to give students the practice they need to make these Concepts 

part of their repertoire as writers.

The Structure of Writing: Ten Core Concepts
Writing: Ten Core Concepts is organized into six parts. Part 1 introduces students to the Core 

Concepts. Parts 2, 3, and 4 guide students through the most common forms of three main categories 

of writing: analysis, argument, and narrative. The focus in these three sections is on helping 

students understand the uses of various genres within rhetorical contexts. Through contemporary 

examples and engaging exercises, students learn how various forms of writing enable them to 

address specific audiences and effectively accomplish various rhetorical purposes; moreover, these 

chapters give students sustained practice in applying the Ten Core Concepts to different kinds of 

writing and rhetorical situations. Part 5 addresses critical reading and research skills. Finally, Part 

6 helps students design documents, create presentations, and review and apply conventions of 

writing. A brief description of each of these main sections follows:

Part 1: A Guide to Writing Effectively. The four chapters in this section introduce students 

to the essential insights into writing that they must acquire if they are to be able to apply their 

writing skills effectively in different contexts. In this section, students explore the fundamental 

ideas about writing described previously: writing as rhetoric, as conversation, and as inquiry. Most 

important, they learn and practice the Ten Core Concepts that form the heart of this textbook. 

Chapter 2 explains these concepts, using examples to illustrate the lessons as well as exercises 

to help students understand how to apply the concepts in their own writing. Chapter 3 is an 

interactive, visual guide students can use to apply the Ten Core Concepts to any piece of writing. 

Chapter 4 presents a case study of a first-year student writer as she applies the Ten Core Concepts 

to complete a writing assignment.

Copyright 2022 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).

Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.

Copyright 2022 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part.  WCN 02-200-322



xxvi   Writing: Ten Core Concepts

Part 2: Writing to Analyze. The six chapters in Part 2 help students acquire competence in 

the most common forms of analytical writing in college. Chapter 5 introduces important features 

of analysis. Each of the other chapters explores the purposes and features of a different form of 

analytical writing and, using the Ten Core Concepts, guides students through an analytical writ-

ing project. The chapters also include practice in some of the key intellectual tasks associated with 

analysis, such as using a theoretical framework, that often challenge students.

Part 3: Writing to Persuade. In this section, students gain an understanding of the principles 

of effective argumentative writing, and they work through writing projects representing three main 

kinds of argument. Using the Ten Core Concepts as a guide for their writing, students explore the 

nature and purposes of argument in various contexts and practice applying the essential elements 

of argumentation for different rhetorical purposes.

Part 4: Writing to Narrate and Inform. The chapters in this section help students learn how 

to write effective narratives for different rhetorical purposes and also appreciate the important uses 

of narrative in academic contexts. Like the chapters in Parts 2 and 3, the chapters in this section 

guide students in applying the Ten Core Concepts so that they produce effective narrative and 

informative writing that meets the needs of various rhetorical situations.

Part 5: Essential Reading and Research Skills. This section provides students with practical 

advice about working with source material, conducting research for their various writing projects, 

and documenting sources. Chapter 19 focuses on essential intellectual skills that are important to 

the work that students do throughout college, including reading academic and nonacademic texts 

as well as summarizing, paraphrasing, and synthesizing texts. Chapter 20 helps students learn to 

write effective summary-response essays, an increasingly common genre that requires the applica-

tion of the critical skills of summary and synthesis. Chapters 21, 22, and 23 provide an up-to-date 

guide for finding, evaluating, and using source material in an interconnected world in which pow-

erful digital tools provide access to an astonishing amount of information, the sheer volume and 

variety of which require sophisticated critical evaluation. Chapter 24 guides students in compiling 

an annotated bibliography, an important kind of academic text to which students apply the key 

lessons from the preceding five chapters in this section. Finally, Chapters 25 and 26 help students 

understand and apply the guidelines for citing sources recommended by the MLA and the APA.

Part 6: Design and Style for 21st Century Writers. The four chapters in this section address 

the traditional challenges of design and style in the context of powerful digital technologies and 

contemporary perspectives on language and culture. In Chapter 27, students learn key lessons 

about an increasingly important aspect of effective writing today: document design. Some of 

those lessons are applied directly in Chapter 28, which helps students learn to develop effective 

presentations. Chapter 29 guides students in developing an effective writing style, with specific 

attention to the stylistic conventions of academic writing, which often confuse students. Finally, 

Chapter 30 helps students craft effective, engaging prose and avoid errors that can weaken their 

writing. Rather than trying to reproduce a comprehensive handbook, this chapter focuses on the 

most common problems in student writing, including the formal errors that research shows are 

typical of college student writing.
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Throughout Writing: Ten Core Concepts students encounter varied examples of effective writing 

in different genres and different media. They see how other writers, including student writers, meet 

the challenges of contemporary writing in college and beyond, and they are given an assortment 

of opportunities to practice what they learn, all the while using the Ten Core Concepts as their 

framework for writing.

Integrated Coverage of Digital  

Literacy Practices
Writing: Ten Core Concepts focuses on the contemporary student who lives in a technological, 

digitized, globalized age. To write well today requires students to manage many different rhetorical 

tasks using various technologies in different media, including constantly evolving social media 

that have become essential tools for communication. Rather than addressing “digital literacy” 

as a separate skill or topic, Writing: Ten Core Concepts incorporates important and emerging 

digital technologies and literacy practices into the advice and practice it provides students for 

all their writing tasks. Throughout this textbook, students encounter up-to-date examples and 

exercises that reflect various uses of communications technologies, and they receive advice for 

taking advantage of these technologies to meet the needs of the rhetorical situations within which 

they are writing.

More Student Reading Selections and  

a New Genre
 ■ New Readings with an Emphasis on Writing by Students: Twenty-eight new full-

length reading selections in this edition provide engaging models of important forms of 

writing. Twelve of these new readings are by student writers, and most chapters that include 

reading selections feature at least one essay by a student. Many of these student essays were 

written for first-year writing classes, and several were cited with awards for excellence. 

Together, the readings—by professional and student writers—represent a range of genres 

and address timely issues such as race relations, controversies surrounding trigger warnings 

and freedom of expression, environmental sustainability, and the impact of the COVID-19 

pandemic on various aspects of contemporary life.

 ■ New Coverage of Literacy Narratives: Chapter 17 helps students understand the uses 

of this increasingly popular genre and provides advice, based on the Ten Core Concepts, to 

guide students in developing their own in-depth and engaging literacy narratives.
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New Chapters on Presentations and Important 

Academic Genres
 ■ Expanded Treatment of Summary-Response Writing. Chapter 20 guides students 

through the process of creating essays in this increasingly important form, beginning with an 

exploration of occasions for summary-response writing, within and beyond college writing 

assignments, and culminating in the application of the Ten Core Concepts to a summary-

response project.

 ■ New Coverage of Annotated Bibliographies. Chapter 24 guides students in developing an 

annotated bibliography as an important tool for research and inquiry, focusing on writing accurate 

and effective annotations as well as creating correct bibliographic entries in MLA or APA style.

 ■ New Coverage of Presentations. Chapter 28 provides in-depth advice for developing and 

delivering presentations, whether in real time or asynchronously, emphasizing the rhetorical 

character of presentations and their usefulness as a tool for inquiry.

Enhanced Coverage of Critical  

Reading Strategies
Chapter 19 features a new section focused on critical reading strategies for nonacademic texts. 

Students today must learn to navigate an enormous amount and variety of material that is avail-

able online, and they must do so in the context of political polarization and so-called ideological 

“echo chambers” created by online media outlets and social media platforms. This chapter helps 

students develop strategies for distinguishing between fact and opinion and making appropriate 

inferences from reading material, whether academic or nonacademic.

Updated APA Documentation Guidelines and 

Student Essays
 ■ Chapter 25, Citing Sources Using MLA Style, and Chapter 26, Citing Sources Using APA 

Style, each include new student research essays demonstrating proper source citation.

 ■ Chapter 26 has been extensively revised to reflect the 2020 APA guidelines for documenting 

sources, including many new model citations and new digital examples to help students cite 

sources accurately.
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MindTap® English for Yagelski’s Writing: Ten 

Core Concepts, 3rd Edition
MindTap® English engages your students to become better thinkers, communicators, and writers 

by blending your course materials with content that supports every aspect of the writing process. 

Interactive activities on grammar and mechanics promote application in student writing, and an 

easy-to-use paper management system allows for electronic submission, grading, and peer review 

while tracking potential plagiarism. A vast database of scholarly sources supports the research 

process, and professional tutoring guides students from rough drafts to polished writing. Visual 

analytics track student progress and engagement with seamless integration into your campus learn-

ing management system that keeps all your course materials in one place.

MindTap® English now comes equipped with the diagnostic-guided JUST IN TIME PLUS 

learning module for foundational concepts and embedded course support. The module features 

43 distinct units, each containing scaffolded video tutorials, instructional text content, and 

auto-graded activities designed to address each student’s specific needs for practice and support 

to succeed in college-level composition courses. MindTap® English also includes 50 Readings, a 

curated selection of readings organized in ten themes: Fake News on Social Media, Media Bias, 

The Value of College, Social Justice, Cultural Appropriation, Place and Identity, Nature and the 

Environment, Gender Identity, Writing about Writing, and Public Discourse. Each reading is 

accompanied by discussion questions and a short auto-graded reading quiz.
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laborative nature of the work. This book is not mine; rather, it is the result of the sustained efforts 

of many people, whose ideas, dedication, and hard work helped make Writing: Ten Core Concepts 

a reality. It is impossible to thank them enough.
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and providing the support necessary to realize the vision that informed this project from the begin-

ning. I am grateful as well to all the professionals at Cengage who were part of this project over 

the years and especially to those who contributed to the development of this edition: Laura Ross, 

Kathy Sands-Boehmer, Rachel Kerns, Leslie Taggart, Kate MacLean, Matt Filimonov, and Nancy 

Tran. Special thanks to Kina Lara, whose tireless (and always good-humored) efforts on behalf of 

this textbook not only provided many opportunities for me to gain insights and influenced the 

development of this new edition but also helped energize my work on this project.

My thanks also to Vanessa Coloura for her terrific work on the MindTap version of the first 

edition of this book. Leslie Taggart deserves additional thanks for all her work in developing the 

brief version of this textbook as well as many of its online components.

I would like to express very special thanks to Stephanie Pelkowski Carpenter, the develop-
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vide excellent advice and valuable suggestions, and she was instrumental in keeping the project on 
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I am deeply grateful as well to Mary Joe Morgan, who served as research assistant for this 

edition and who provided valuable research support and advice, especially regarding the reading 

selections for this edition.

I gratefully acknowledge the important role of my terrific colleagues in the Program in Writing 

and Critical Inquiry at the State University of New York at Albany. Their expertise and dedication 
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profound ways. In particular, I would like to thank Ms. Jackie Amoroso, Dr. Joseph Creamer, 

Dr. Sarah Giragosian, Ms. Titcha Ho, Dr. Joseph Meyer, Dr. Marcie Newton, and Mr. Ryan Orr 

for helping me find the excellent student essays that appear in this edition, many of which were 

honored as winners in the WCI Essay Contest at SUNY-Albany. Special thanks to Dr. Marcie 

Newton, with whom I had the great pleasure of co-teaching a special section of the Seminar in 
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In this chapter, you will learn to

1. Recognize the many purposes for 

writing both inside and outside of 

the classroom.

2. Reflect upon your own diverse 

writing experiences to consider the 

most appropriate strategies for a 

specific audience and purpose in 

future writing situations.

3. Describe new and different ways to 

think about your own and others’ 

writing.
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1
WRITING IS A POWERFUL MEANS of communicating ideas and information across time 

and space. It enables us to participate in conversations and events that shape our lives and helps us 

make sense of the world. In fact, writing can change the world. Consider these examples:

 ■ The Art of War, believed to have been written in the 6th century ... by Chinese military 

strategist Sun Tzu, is still widely read by military leaders, politicians, and business leaders.
 ■ Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species, published in 1859, revolutionized scientific thinking 

about life on earth and laid the foundation for the modern field of biology.
 ■ Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique, published in 1963, is considered by many to have 

begun the women’s rights movement that has reshaped American social, cultural, political, 

and economic life in the past half century.
 ■ Messages posted on Facebook and Twitter during the so-called “Arab Spring” in 2011 helped 

provoke protests in Egypt and Tunisia that led to new governments in those nations.
 ■ The writings of Swedish high school student Greta Thunberg on social media and elsewhere 

sparked a worldwide movement in 2018 to mobilize young people to pressure their govern-

ments for action on global climate change.
 ■ The technical reports written and shared by thousands of scientists around the world during 

the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic helped medical professionals understand the disease and save 

countless lives.

These are only the most dramatic examples of the capacity of writing to transform our world.

For many college students, however, writing is mostly a requirement. Most students don’t seem 

to mind writing, but few would choose to write the kinds of essays and reports usually assigned in 

school. Students consider such assignments necessary, but they don’t necessarily enjoy them. For 

many students, writing in school can be tedious and dull. Maybe you feel the same way.

Yet students write all the time, for all kinds of reasons:

 ■ They send text messages, post to Instagram and Facebook, and tweet to stay in touch with 

friends, share information, let others know what they think, and keep informed about events 

or issues that matter to them.
 ■ They respond to their favorite blogs or maintain their own blogs.
 ■ They keep journals or diaries.
 ■ They circulate petitions to support causes on their campus or in their town.

Why We Write
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4   Chapter 1 | Why We Write

 ■ They rap and participate in poetry slams to express their feelings about important issues in 

their lives.
 ■ They write essays to gain admission to college or graduate school.
 ■ They create resumes to apply for jobs.

Whether they realize it or not, students regularly use writing to live their lives, to accomplish tasks 

that they have to do or choose to do, and to participate in their communities.

If these kinds of writing don’t seem as important as, say, a book like The Wealth of Nations 

or The Feminine Mystique, they should, for if a book can be said to have changed the world, 

the same is true of tweets, texts, blogs, essays, and letters written by ordinary people, including 

students. A job application letter can change your life. A petition can change a policy on your 

campus that affects hundreds or thousands of students (see Sidebar: “How a Student Changed a 

College Policy on Free Speech”). An essay can inspire your classmates, change their minds about 

an issue, or move them to take action. A tweet or Instagram post can help spark a social or politi-

cal movement. In 2013 a young woman from California named Alicia Garza posted a message 

on her Facebook page about the death of a young black man in Florida named Trayvon Martin. 

Her message became the hashtag #BlackLivesMatter, which in turn became an important national 

movement that helped shape discussions about race relations in the United States and even influ-

enced the presidential elections in 2016 and 2020. Sometimes such ordinary kinds of writing 

can result in extraordinary change even on the international level: in Egypt, in February, 2011, 

tweets, email messages, texts, blog posts, and Facebook entries from ordinary citizens played a key 

role in the protest movement that led to the resignation of Egypt’s president, who had ruled that 

nation for more than three decades. In other words, writing by ordinary citizens helped change 

the government of that country—a change that has touched the life of every Egyptian and many 

people outside Egypt.
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SIDEBAR 
HOW A STUDENT CHANGED A COLLEGE POLICY ON  

FREE SPEECH

In September 2013, a student named Vincenzo Sinapi-Riddle at Citrus College in Glendora, 

California was soliciting signatures for a petition regarding the surveillance of American 

citizens by the U.S. government as part of its so-called “war on terror.” Sinapi-Riddle was 

a member of a national student organization called Young Americans for Liberty, whose 

mission, according to the group’s website, is “to identify, educate, train, and mobilize 

young people” who are committed to its Libertarian political views. As the following account 

reveals, Sinapi-Riddle was standing outside the student center on the Citrus College campus 

talking about his petition with another student when an administrator threatened to remove 

him from campus for violating the college’s policy on free speech. Sinapi-Riddle was told 

that he was standing outside the designated area for protest and, therefore, could not con-

tinue advocating for his petition. With the help of an organization called the Foundation for 

Individual Rights in Education, or FIRE, Sinapi-Riddle filed a lawsuit against Citrus College, 

arguing that the college’s free speech policy violated students’ constitutional right to free 

speech. He won his suit, and Citrus College revised its policy. As Sinapi-Riddle wrote on 

his blog, we “launched our initiative to raise awareness about warrantless government spy-

ing with great success. In the end we gathered over 300 signatures for our petition asking 

student government to denounce NSA spying, but in the process of protesting one egregious 

violation of our rights we stumbled upon another.”

This case provides a compelling example of how students can use writing to effect 

change. Sinapi-Riddle and his fellow students in Young Americans for Liberty used writ-

ing to raise awareness about an issue (government surveillance of citizens) that concerned 

them, but writing was also an essential tool in the lawsuit against Citrus College. In addition 

to the various legal documents required in the case, Sinapi-Riddle used blog posts, social 

media, and news reports to support his position and take action against a policy that he 

believed was wrong.

Citrus College Stand Up for Speech Lawsuit

On September 17, 2013—Constitution Day—Citrus College (Glendora, California) 

student Vincenzo Sinapi-Riddle was threatened with removal from campus by an 

administrator for asking a fellow student to sign a petition protesting NSA surveil-

lance of American citizens. His crime? Sinapi-Riddle was petitioning outside of the 

college’s tiny “free speech area.” Sinapi-Riddle is president of the Citrus College 

chapter of Young Americans for Liberty and is passionate about his political beliefs, 

but he has curtailed his expressive conduct on campus in light of this incident and 

Citrus College’s speech-repressive policies. . . .

In addition to challenging Citrus College’s “free speech area,” which comprises 

just 1.37% of campus, Sinapi-Riddle is challenging two other policies: (1) the college’s 

(Continued)

1
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“verbal harassment policy,” which prohibits a wide range of speech protected by the 

First Amendment, including “inappropriate or offensive remarks”; and (2) the college’s 

elaborate permitting requirements for student group speech, which require student 

groups wishing to express themselves on campus to wait two weeks and obtain the 

permission of four separate college entities prior to doing so.

College That Suppressed Anti-NSA Petition Settles Lawsuit

LOS ANGELES, December 3, 2014—Today, Citrus College in California agreed to set-

tle a student’s free speech lawsuit for $110,000, marking the Foundation for Individual 

Rights in Education’s (FIRE’s) second victory for the First Amendment in 24 hours.

Student Vincenzo Sinapi-Riddle filed the federal lawsuit in July as part of FIRE’s 

Stand Up For Speech Litigation Project. Sinapi-Riddle was threatened with removal 

from campus for soliciting signatures for a petition against domestic surveillance 

by the National Security Agency (NSA) outside of Citrus’s tiny “free speech area.”

In addition to the monetary settlement for Sinapi-Riddle’s damages and attor-

neys’ fees, Citrus has revised numerous policies, agreed not to impede free expression 

in all open areas of campus, and adopted a definition of harassment that complies 

with the First Amendment.

“Citrus College agreed to eliminate its restrictive ‘free speech zone’ in the face of 

a FIRE lawsuit back in 2003, but later reinstated its speech quarantine when it thought 

no one was watching,” said FIRE President Greg Lukianoff. “But FIRE was watching, 

and we’ll continue to do so. If the speech codes come back again, so will we.”

To hold Citrus to today’s settlement, the U.S. District Court for the Central 

 District of California will retain jurisdiction over the case for one year, allowing 

Sinapi-Riddle to enforce the agreement without filing a new lawsuit.

The incident leading to the lawsuit took place on September 17, 2013— Constitution 

Day. Sinapi-Riddle had gone to Citrus’s designated free speech area to collect signa-

tures for a petition urging the college’s student government to condemn the NSA’s 

surveillance program. Then, as Sinapi-Riddle took a break to go to the student center, 

he began a discussion about the petition with another student. An administrator put 

a stop to the conversation, claiming that a political discussion could not take place 

outside of the free speech area and threatening to eject Sinapi-Riddle from campus 

for violating the policy.

In addition to restricting student free speech to an area comprising just 

1.37  percent of the campus, Citrus maintained a lengthy approval process for regis-

tered student organizations seeking to engage in expressive activity. Sinapi-Riddle, 

president of Young Americans for Liberty at Citrus, had given up on organizing 

events because of a burdensome process that included review by four different 

 college entities and a requirement of 14 days’ advance notice. The process was so 

complex that the Student Handbook had to include a flowchart illustrating it.

The lawsuit against Citrus College was one of four suits filed on July 1, marking 

the public launch of FIRE’s Stand Up For Speech Litigation Project. Attorneys Robert 
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Corn-Revere, Ronald London, and Lisa Zycherman of the law firm Davis Wright 

 Tremaine represented Sinapi-Riddle. FIRE has coordinated seven lawsuits to date, 

with more on the way. Citrus is the third that has been settled in favor of students’ 

free speech rights; each of the remaining four suits is ongoing.

“I feel that free speech and the ability to express oneself freely is a very impor-

tant right for all students,” said Sinapi-Riddle. “I’m very grateful for FIRE’s help in 

making sure that limitations on free speech are a thing of the past at Citrus College.”

Sources: Citrus College Stand Up for Speech Lawsuit. Foundation for Individual Rights in 
Education, www.thefire.org/cases/citrus-college-stand-up-for-speech/

Second Victory in 24 Hours: College That Suppressed Anti-NSA Petition Settles Lawsuit. 
Foundation for Individual Rights in Education, 3 Dec. 2014, www.thefire.org/second-victory- 
24-hours-college-suppressed-anti-nsa-petition-settles-lawsuit/

Questions for Discussion

1. Identify the various ways in which writing was used in this case (e.g., petitions, social 

media). What role did each of these kinds of writing play? (You can visit the website of 

the Foundation for Individual Rights in Education for more information about the case. 

Also, search the web for additional news reports.)

2. What do you think the uses of writing in this case reveal about writing as a tool for 

political action? Do you think Sinapi-Riddle and the other students involved in this case 

could have accomplished their goals without using writing as they did? Why or why not? 

What advantages (or disadvantages) do you see in the way students used writing in this 

situation? What alternatives did the students have?

3. Write a brief essay about a time when you used writing to voice a concern, lodge a com-

plaint, or try to change something. Then, with a group of classmates, share your essays. 

What similarities and differences do you see in the writing that is described in these 

essays? What conclusions might you draw from these essays about the role of writing 

in your lives?

As a college student you will probably do most of your writing for your classes. This textbook 

will help you learn to manage college writing assignments effectively. But writing well can also 

help you live your life in ways that extend far beyond the classroom. So in this chapter—and 

throughout this textbook—we will examine some of the many different situations in which you 

might be asked to write.

Understanding Writing
This textbook has another important goal: to help you understand what writing is. One reason 

that so many people struggle with writing is that they don’t sufficiently understand the nature 

of writing. They believe writing is a matter of following arcane rules that are often difficult to 

1
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8   Chapter 1 | Why We Write

remember or grasp. They think writing is a result of inspiration and creativity, which they believe 

they lack, or they assume they can’t write well because they don’t have a large enough vocabulary. 

These beliefs are based on common misconceptions that can lead to frustration and prevent stu-

dents from becoming successful writers. Yes, writing well does require knowing rules, and having a 

large vocabulary doesn’t hurt. But writing is more than rules or inspiration or vocabulary. Writing 

should be understood in four important ways:

 ■ Writing is a powerful means of expression and communication.
 ■ Writing is a way to participate in ongoing conversations about ideas, events, and issues that 

matter in our lives.
 ■ Writing is a unique form of thinking that helps us learn.
 ■ Writing is a way to understand ourselves and the world around us.

For students who come to understand writing in these four ways, learning to write effectively 

can be a much more satisfying and successful process. Abandoning common misconceptions and 

appreciating the complexity, power, and joy of writing are the first steps to learning to write well and 

feeling confident about writing. This textbook will introduce you to the most important ideas—the 

Core Concepts—that you need to know in order to write well. It is also designed to give you prac-

tice in the most common forms of writing for a variety of audiences and purposes—in college, in 

your community, in the workplace, and in your life in general.

FOCUS THINK DIFFERENTLY ABOUT YOUR WRITING

What were the most important pieces of writing you have ever done in your life? Under what 

circumstances did you write them? What form did they take (e.g., were they conventional 

essays, letters, emails, Prezi presentations?) Why were they important? In what ways did they 

affect your life? What do these pieces of writing suggest about the role of writing in your life? 

Jot down brief answers to these questions and consider what your answers reveal about the 

role of writing in your life. You might do many kinds of important writing without really being 

aware of them.

Writing in College
Let’s face it, students have to write well if they expect to do well in school. Whether it’s a lab report 

in a biology class, a research paper in a sociology course, a proposal in a business class, or a literary 

analysis essay in an English course, writing effectively means better learning and better grades. In 

this regard, writing in college serves three main purposes:

 ■ It is a way for you to demonstrate what you know.
 ■ It helps you learn.
 ■ It enables you to join important conversations about the subjects you are studying.
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Writing in College   9

Write to Demonstrate What You Know
Writing is a way for you to show your instructors what you have learned. An essay exam in history, 

for example, helps your instructor decide whether you have understood a particular concept (say, 

manifest destiny) or learned about historical events that are part of the course syllabus. Similarly, 

your economics professor might assign an essay requiring you to analyze a market trend, such as 

the use of social media for product placement, to determine whether you and your classmates have 

grasped certain economic principles. For this reason, college students are asked to produce many 

different kinds of assignments: reports, research papers, analytical essays, arguments, synopses, 

creative writing (such as poems), personal narratives, reflective essays, multimedia presentations, 

and more.

FOCUS THINK DIFFERENTLY ABOUT YOUR WRITING

Think about a recent essay exam or assignment that you wrote for one of your classes. First, 

describe the writing you did. What was the assignment? What exactly did you write? What do 

you think was most important about that piece of writing? What did it reveal about what you 

know about the subject? What do you think it suggests about you as a writer?

When writing essay exams, reports, or research papers for your classes, keep in mind 

that you are writing to demonstrate what you have learned. Have confidence that your writing 

reflects what you know. And remember that your writing can also help you identify what you 

still need to learn.

Write to Learn
Writing an essay exam or a research paper isn’t just a way to demonstrate learning; it is also a means 

of learning in itself. As you will see in the next chapter, writing is a form of intellectual inquiry, 

and it is essential to student learning, no matter the subject. To write an ethnographic analysis of 

a culture for an anthropology class, for example, is to learn not only about that culture but also 

about ethnography as a way of understanding how we live together. It’s true that students can 

learn a great deal by reading, but writing engages the mind in ways that reading does not. Reading 

about ethnography can help students understand what ethnography is; writing an ethnographic 

report about a culture enables students to apply that understanding, which can lead to a deeper 

learning of the subject matter.

This idea that writing is learning can be easy to forget when you are trying to meet deadlines 

and follow detailed guidelines for an assignment. But if you approach your writing assignments 

as a way to learn about your subject matter, the process of writing can be more satisfying and can 

lead to more effective essays. And remember that every writing assignment is also an opportunity 

to learn about writing itself. The more you write, the better you understand the power and joy of 

writing and the better able you will be to meet the challenges of writing.

1
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10   Chapter 1 | Why We Write

One last point about the power of writing as a way to learn: the more you write, especially 

when you write as a way to explore your subject matter, the more you learn about yourself as a 

writer and thinker. Knowing your strengths as a writer enables you to take advantage of them; 

knowing your weaknesses is essential if you are to improve your writing. That understanding will 

help you become a better writer.

FOCUS THINK DIFFERENTLY ABOUT YOUR WRITING

Describe a writing assignment you did for a college or high school class that was especially 

challenging for you. Explain why you found the assignment challenging. Now consider what you 

learned by doing the assignment. What did you learn about the subject matter? What did you 

learn about writing? Did anything surprise you about doing that assignment? What surprises 

you now as you look back on it? What do you think you learned about yourself as a writer?

If you approach writing assignments as opportunities to discover new information, explore 

new ideas, and enhance your understanding of your subject, writing can be more satisfying, 

and you might find you learned more than you think you learned. You might also find that 

your writing improves.

Write to Join Academic Conversations
Writing is the primary way that experts in all academic disciplines do their work and share their 

ideas:

 ■ Mathematics professors may work mostly with numbers and formulas, but they also write 

articles about current problems in mathematics that other mathematicians read.
 ■ Historians study ancient artifacts to help them understand past events, and they share their 

understanding in the articles and books they write for other historians and for the general 

public.
 ■ Scientists might spend long hours in their labs, but they test each other’s theories by sharing 

and debating the results of their experiments in papers they write for scientific journals and 

professional meetings.
 ■ Scholars in all fields regularly share information and debate ideas by posting messages to 

professional online discussion forums and blogs and even debating them on social media 

platforms like Twitter.

In all these cases, writing is the main vehicle by which scholars discuss the central questions in their 

fields. They cannot do their work without it.

Writing for a college class, whether it be psychology, business, or chemistry, is a way for 

students to enter these same conversations about the ideas, information, and ways of thinking 

that define academic fields. Part of what students learn when they write in college, then, is how 

to use writing as a tool for discovering and sharing knowledge in various academic disciplines. In 

this sense, writing an assignment for a college class is a process of learning to write like a scholar 

in that field. When you are asked to write a research paper in a psychology course or a lab report 
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Writing in College   11

in a biochemistry class, you are learning to do the kind of intellectual work that psychologists or 

biochemists do. You are learning to see the world as they do. You are learning to participate in the 

conversations about important topics in those academic fields. And by doing so you are using writ-

ing to expand and deepen your knowledge about those fields as well as about the world in general.

FOCUS THINK DIFFERENTLY ABOUT YOUR WRITING

Take two or more assignments you wrote for different college (or high school) classes. For 

example, take a literary essay you wrote for an English class, a report you did for a biology 

class, and a research paper for a history class. List the similarities and differences that you 

notice among them. Look at the writing style you used in each paper, the structure of each 

paper, and the language you used. What stands out about each paper? In what ways are the 

papers different or similar? How can you explain the similarities and differences you see in 

these papers? What do you think the similarities and differences among these papers suggest 

about the writing you are asked to do in college?

Of course, writing in college also serves another purpose: it gives students genuine practice that 

helps them become better writers, which can benefit them in their lives outside of school as well.

EXERCISE 1A

Read the three excerpts included here. Each excerpt is taken from an article or book in a 
different academic subject. The first is from a marketing textbook, the second from an edu-
cation journal, and the third from a scientific journal. After reading the excerpts, compare 
them by addressing these questions:

 ■ What do you notice about the writing in these three pieces?

 ■ What do you think are the purposes of the writing in each case?

 ■ What similarities or differences do you see in the writing style, language, and 
structure of these excerpts? What might these similarities and/or differences 
suggest about writing in different disciplines?

 ■ What does your comparison of these three excerpts suggest about academic 
writing? What does it suggest about writing in general?

1. What Is Marketing?

What does the term marketing mean to you? Many people think it means the same 
thing as personal selling. Others think marketing is the same as personal selling and 
advertising. Still others believe marketing has something to do with making prod-
ucts available in stores, arranging displays, and maintaining inventories of products 
for future sales. Actually, marketing includes all of these activities and more.

(Continued)
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12   Chapter 1 | Why We Write

Marketing has two facets. First, it is a philosophy, an attitude, a perspective, or 
a management orientation that stresses customer satisfaction. Second, marketing 
is activities and processes used to implement this philosophy.

The American Marketing Association’s definition of marketing focuses on the 
second facet. Marketing is the activity, set of institutions, and processes for cre-
ating, communicating, delivering, and exchanging offerings that have value for 
customers, clients, partners, and society at large.

Marketing involves more than just activities performed by a group of peo-
ple in a defined area or department. In the often-quoted works of David Pack-
ard, cofounder of Hewlett-Packard, “Marketing is too important to be left only to 
the marketing department.” Marketing entails processes that focus on delivering 
value and benefits to customers, not just selling goods, services, and/or ideas. It 
uses communication, distribution, and pricing strategies to provide customers 
and their stakeholders with the goods, services, ideas, values, and benefits they 
desire when and where they want them. It involves building long-term, mutually 
rewarding relationships when these benefit all parties concerned. Marketing also 
entails an understanding that organizations have many connected stakeholder 
“partners,” including employees, suppliers, stockholders, distributors, and society 
at large.

Source: Lamb, Charles W., Joe F. Hair, and Carl McDaniel. (2012). Essentials of Marketing. 7th ed., 
Cengage Learning.

2. Brain-Based Teaching Strategies for Improving Students’ Memory, Learning, 
and Test-Taking Success

Decades ago, my high school chemistry teacher slowly released hydrogen sulfide 
(which produces a smell like rotten eggs) from a hidden container he opened just 
before we entered his classroom. A few minutes after we took our seats and he 
began his lecture, a foul odor permeated [the] classroom. We groaned, laughed, 
looked around for the offending source. To an outside observer entering our class at 
that time, we would have appeared unfocused and definitely not learning anything. 
This demonstration, however, literally led me by the nose to follow my teacher’s 
description of the diffusion of gases through other gases. It is likely that during 
that class I created two or three pathways to the information about gas diffusion 
that I processed through my senses and ultimately stored in my long-term memory. 
Since then, that knowledge has been available for me to retrieve by thinking of an 
egg or by remembering the emotional responses as the class reacted to the odor 
permeating the room. Once I make the connection, I am able to recall the scientific 
facts linked to his demonstration.

Event memories, such as the one that was stored that day in chemistry class, 
are tied to specific emotionally or physically charged events (strong sensory 
input) and by the emotional intensity of the events to which they are linked. 
Because the dramatic event powers its way through the neural pathways of the 
emotionally preactivated limbic system into memory storage, associated scholas-
tic information gets pulled along with it. Recollection of the academic material 
occurs when the emotionally significant event comes to mind, unconsciously or 
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consciously. To remember the lesson, students can cue up the dramatic event to 
which it is linked.

Source: Willis, J. (2007). Brain-Based Teaching Strategies for Improving Students’ Memory, 
Learning, and Test-Taking Success. Childhood Education, 83(5), 310.

3. Screening for Depression

Depression is the second most common chronic disorder seen by primary care phy-
sicians.1 On average, 12 percent of patients seen in primary care settings have major 
depression.2 The degrees of suffering and disability associated with depression are 
comparable to those in most chronic medical conditions.3 Fortunately, early identi-
fication and proper treatment significantly decrease the negative impact of depres-
sion in most patients.4 Most patients with depression can be effectively treated with 
pharmacotherapeutic and psychotherapeutic modalities.5

Depression occurs in children, adolescents, adults, and the elderly. It mani-
fests as a combination of feelings of sadness, loneliness, irritability, worthlessness, 
hopelessness, agitation, and guilt, accompanied by an array of physical symptoms.6 
Recognizing depression in patients in a primary care setting may be particularly 
challenging because patients, especially men, rarely spontaneously describe emo-
tional difficulties. To the contrary, patients with depression who present to a primary 
care physician often describe somatic symptoms such as fatigue, sleep problems, 
pain, loss of interest in sexual activity, or multiple, persistent vague symptoms.7
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Writing in the Workplace
In almost any job or career you can think of, you will be expected to use writing in some way to 

do your work. Consider these anecdotes:

 ■ A few years ago a student planning to attend law school asked me what he could do now to 

prepare himself for law school. I called an old friend who is a lawyer to ask what I should tell 

my student. My friend offered two bits of advice: (1) get good grades, and (2) take as many 

writing courses as possible. Writing, my friend said, is the most important thing lawyers do.
 ■ A college friend is a management trainer for a large insurance company. Every aspect of her job 

involves some kind of writing: training materials, memos, reports, multimedia presentations, 

and formal email messages. Effective writing is a central reason she is an effective manager.
 ■ One of my colleagues teaches nursing. Her students spend a lot of time as interns in hospitals 

learning how to take a patient’s pulse and blood pressure, obtain blood samples, set up IVs, and 

administer medication. They also learn to write. Communicating with doctors and other nurses 

is one of the most crucial aspects of a nurse’s job, and much of it is done through writing. With-

out good writing skills, my colleague says, nurses could not care for their patients effectively.

These anecdotes underscore the importance of writing in different work environments and illustrate 

the different ways that writing enables people to do their jobs well. Professionals already recognize 

this fact. In one recent survey, 73% of employers indicated that they looked for job candidates with 

strong written communication skills and listed having such skills as one of the three most important 

qualities in a job applicant (along with leadership skills and the ability to work as a team member).1 

And because the modern workplace is changing rapidly, you are more likely than ever to be expected 

to communicate effectively in writing in a number of different media, including traditional print 

reports, proposals, letters, and memos as well as email, PowerPoint, blogs, wikis, and other social 

media and digital formats. To succeed in the workplace, you must know how to write well.

1 Moore, K. Study: 73% of Employers Want Candidates With This Skill. 7 (April 2016). Inc.com, www.inc.com/
kaleigh-moore/study-73-of-employers-want-candidates-with-this-skill.html.

FOCUS THINK DIFFERENTLY ABOUT YOUR WRITING

Examine a piece of your own writing that you finished recently. What do you notice about your 

writing? What strengths or weaknesses do you see? What might this piece of writing suggest 

about you as a writer? Now think about how you might present yourself as a writer to a potential 

employer. What would you say to that employer about your writing? What have you learned 

about writing that might appeal to an employer?

Think of any writing assignment as career training. The better you can write, the more 

likely you are to succeed in your chosen career. Use your college writing assignments to 

develop your writing skills in preparation for the writing you will do in your future career. And 

if you have other kinds of writing experience, such as writing for your school newspaper or 

developing promotional materials for a student organization, put them on your resume.
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Writing as a Citizen
The idea that citizens must be educated in order for democracy to work is deeply embedded in 

American culture. It is known as the Jeffersonian ideal, which imagines a free and thriving society 

based on a productive, educated citizenry. Today, “educated” also means “literate,” and it’s hard 

to imagine being an active part of society without writing. In fact, we write to participate in our 

society in many different ways, from political campaigns to consumer advocacy. Consider these 

examples:

Talk to a few people you know about the writing they do for their jobs. Try to find people 
who work in different kinds of jobs. For example, maybe you have a relative who is a sales-
person, a friend who is a physical therapist, or a neighbor who manages a restaurant. Ask 
them to describe any writing they do in their jobs and the media they regularly use, such as 
websites, email, YouTube, and other social media. Ask them about the challenges they face 
as writers in their workplaces. Also ask them for their advice about preparing for workplace 
writing. If you have had a job or hold one now, consider asking your coworkers about the 
writing they do for their jobs and think about any writing you have been asked to do in your 
job. Then write a brief report for your classmates in which you share what you learned from 
this exercise about workplace writing—or about writing in general.

EXERCISE 1B

 ❯ Because of a budget deficit, your state 

legislature is considering a tuition 

increase as well as large cuts in funding 

for state colleges and universities. 

Members of your college community, 

including students, have written letters, 

emails, and tweets to legislators urging 

them to vote against the funding cuts 

and the tuition hike. Some students 

have written editorials for the school 

newspaper expressing opposition to 

the budget cuts. To organize a rally at 

the state capitol, students use Twitter, 

Facebook, email, and blogs, all of which 

provide information about the rally 

and background information about the 

proposed state budget.S
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16   Chapter 1 | Why We Write

These scenarios illustrate how we can use writing to participate directly in important discus-

sions, decisions, and events that affect our lives. Writing is a way for individual citizens to express 

their opinions and share information; it is a way for citizens to take action as members of their 

communities. Through writing, whether in a traditional print form such as a letter to an editor 

or in emerging new forms of social media, citizens can shape the ideas, opinions, and actions of 

others involved in the situation at hand. In all these instances, writing helps transform the world.

FOCUS THINK DIFFERENTLY ABOUT YOUR WRITING

Have you ever written a letter or email to a politician or business leader to express your opinion 

or voice a concern? Have you ever written a response to a blog or tweeted to share your per-

spective on an issue or controversy? Have you ever posted a comment on an article or editorial 

on a news website? If so, what prompted you to do so? Why did you choose to write in that 

situation? To what extent do you think your writing made a difference—to you or to anyone 

else who might have read what you wrote?

A well-written email, a carefully crafted blog post, or even a provocative tweet can often 

be more effective than a phone call to express a concern, request an action, or raise aware-

ness about an issue.

 ❯ A developer has proposed building 

a giant new retail store in your town. 

Some local businesspeople are 

concerned that businesses on the town’s 

main street will suffer if the new store 

is built. Residents opposed to the new 

store have organized a citizens’ group 

and created a Facebook page and 

Twitter account to advocate for their 

position. They post information about 

the proposed store and share opinions 

about its potential impact on the town. 

They also write letters to the local 

newspaper and distribute flyers to local 

businesses. Other residents, concerned 

about the town’s slow economic 

growth, support the new store and have 

expressed their support on a blog and in 

articles and letters they have written for 

local publications. They also circulate a 

YouTube video to explain their support 

for the new store.

 ❯ The owners of a major league sports 

team in your city have threatened to 

leave the city if a new stadium is not 

built to replace the aging stadium that 

the team currently plays in. The team is 

popular and important to the city, and 

many residents support the proposal 

for a new stadium. Other residents 

oppose the plan on the grounds that it 

will increase taxes without creating new 

jobs. These residents form a community 

organization to publicize their concerns. 

They use social media to explain what 

they believe will be the impact of a new 

stadium. They also write letters and 

emails to government officials, and send 

press releases to local TV stations and 

online news websites.
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Think about an issue that concerns you. Maybe there is a 
controversy on your campus or in your town that affects you 
somehow. (On my campus, for example, the university pres-
ident canceled a popular annual student picnic because of 
concerns about alcohol abuse and vandalism, which led 
to an outcry among students and some faculty.) Or you 
might have a special interest in an issue in your state or in 
the nation, such as standardized testing in schools or the 
creation of wind farms in rural or wilderness areas. Now 
consider how you might best make your opinion heard in 
public discussions about this issue. Could you write a  letter 
or email to someone in authority who is involved in the 
situation, such as a politician or business leader? What about a letter to the editor of your 
local paper or school newspaper? A blog post? A Facebook page? A flyer? Maybe a formal 
proposal intended for someone in a position of authority? Decide what kind of writing you 
think would work best in this situation and explain why. Then write it.

Alternatively, if you have ever written out of concern about an issue that was important 
to you, write a brief essay describing that situation and explaining what you wrote. To what 
extent did your writing in that situation make a difference to you or others involved?

EXERCISE 1C

Je
su

s 
K

el
le

r/
S

hu
tt

er
st

oc
k.

co
m

Writing to Understand Ourselves
A few years ago my family threw a surprise party to celebrate my father’s 70th birthday. Many 

friends and relatives would attend, and we wanted to do something special to celebrate my father’s 

life. I decided to create a video that would be a kind of documentary about him. With help from 

my siblings, I spent several months collecting old photographs and memorabilia, gathering facts 

about my father’s childhood and working life, and interviewing friends and relatives about their 

experiences with him. Using this material, I created a 20-minute video that celebrated the impor-

tant aspects of his life, including his military service and his family. As I composed that video, 

certain themes began to emerge about my father. I learned a lot about him that I hadn’t previ-

ously known. More important, I gained a deep appreciation for the impact he had on many other 

people. Eventually, I screened the video at the surprise party, but composing it gave me a better 

understanding of my father and the world he grew up in; it also helped me learn about myself and 

my relationship with him.

My video about my father’s life illustrates how writing can help us understand ourselves and 

the world around us. Here are two other examples:

 ❯ A student of mine was a veteran of 

military service in Iraq during the 

most intense fighting there between 

2004 and 2006. For one assignment, he 

wrote a graphic and disturbing essay, 

in which he struggled to understand 

what he had experienced in Iraq. His 

essay revealed that he had deeply 

1
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FOCUS THINK DIFFERENTLY ABOUT YOUR WRITING

Think about a time you wrote—in a journal, a school essay, or on social media—about an 

experience or issue that was important to you in some way. Why did you choose to write about 

that experience? Thinking back on it now, what difference did it make to you to write about 

the experience? What do you think you learned by writing in that situation?

If you approach every writing assignment as an opportunity to learn not only about your 

subject but also about yourself, you will find that even the most tedious writing assignment 

can turn out to be a more rewarding experience.

conflicted feelings about the war, 

because in the midst of the horror he 

saw, he also developed very special 

bonds with his fellow soldiers and 

witnessed profound acts of love and 

bravery. His essay was one of the most 

compelling pieces of writing I have 

ever received from a student—not 

because it was about war but because 

it was such a heartfelt effort by the 

student to understand some very 

difficult experiences.

 ❯ One of my students was hired by my 

university’s office for international 

students to help write a newsletter. 

She was a good writer who earned 

good grades, but she found writing 

for international students much more 

challenging than she had expected. 

Her supervisor constantly required 

her to revise her articles. Little by 

little, however, she began to pinpoint 

her difficulty, which arose from her 

lack of familiarity with this new 

audience. The more she learned about 

the international students and their 

experiences in the United States, the 

better she appreciated their needs as 

readers of the newsletter. Her articles 

improved, and in the process of writing 

them, she learned a great deal about the 

international students on our campus 

and the challenges they face as students 

in a foreign country. She also learned 

something valuable about writing and 

about herself as a writer—and a person.

Writing is a powerful way not only to describe but also to examine, reflect on, and understand 

our thoughts, feelings, opinions, ideas, actions, and experiences. This capacity of writing is one of 

the most important reasons we write. In many college classes, you may be asked to write assign-

ments that are designed to help you understand yourself and the world around you in the same 

way that my student’s essay helped him understand his experiences in Iraq. But all of the writing 

you do in college, whether or not it is directly about your own experiences, presents opportunities 

for you to learn about yourself.
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Write a brief essay about an important experience that helped make you the person you are 
today. Write the essay for an audience consisting of your classmates, and tell your story in 
a way that conveys to them why the experience was important to you.

Now reflect on your essay. Did you learn anything—about the experience or about 
yourself—as a result of writing your essay? Did writing about your experience change your 
view of the experience in any way? What did writing this essay teach you about yourself? 
What did it teach you about writing?

EXERCISE 1D

1
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