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PREFACE

Nearly three decades ago, we started writing the book that would become Writ-

ing Analytically. It is, as far as we know, still the only book-length text available 

focused on analytical writing. Analysis is not the only form of writing that 

students need to learn, but it is the one they will most often be called on to do 

in college and beyond. We continue to believe in the goal of helping students 

adopt analytical habits of mind, because we see this as the best way to help 

students become adults who are capable of sustained acts of reflection in a 

culture that doesn’t sufficiently promote this goal. 

Our aim in this book has been to evolve a common language for talking about 

writing, one that can move beyond the specialized vocabularies of different 

academic disciplines. We have worked to isolate and define the specific, writing-

based cognitive skills that effective writers have at their disposal, skills that many 

students lack or simply don’t recognize in their own thinking. These skills have 

become “the heuristics”—the moves and strategies—at the heart of the book. 

Writing Analytically was something of an accident for us, one of those things 

you think will be a short detour in life that turns out to be a main road. The 

college at which we had just arrived was in the process of developing a Writing 

Across the Curriculum (WAC) program in which all faculty, not just English 

department faculty, would be teaching writing-intensive courses. Since we 

were the only ones on campus with training in writing pedagogy, we were 

asked to offer a week-long seminar for faculty on how to teach writing.

During the early years offering the seminar, we asked faculty to read the 

usual essays about writing that graduate students in English, Rhetoric, and 

Composition normally read. We asked our colleagues to freewrite about these 

materials and to keep a journal of their responses to the reading and to seminar 

discussion—and, if they were willing, to share these with us. And share they 

did. Their responses were filled with insecurity and self-doubt (“You want me 

to immerse myself in the welter of confusion that my students are experiencing 

as they try to learn?”) and sometimes with anger (“So you want my students 

to sit in a circle and share their feelings about DNA?”). Prompted by this kind 

of honest talk across disciplinary lines, we started out on our project of study-

ing what faculty wanted from student writing, and what students might not 

readily understand about the kinds of writing they were being asked to do in 

their college courses—something that our lives inside an English department 

might not have inspired us to do. 

The clearest consensus we have found among college faculty is, in fact, on 

the kind of writing they say they want from their students: not issue-based 

argument, not personal reflection (the “reaction” paper), not passive summary, 
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but analysis, with its patient and methodical inquiry into the meaning of infor-

mation. Here, in brief, is what we have learned about what faculty want: 

■■ Analysis rather than passive summary

■■ Analysis before argument: understanding in depth before taking a stand

■■ Alternatives to agree-disagree & like-dislike responses

■■ Tolerance of uncertainty

■■ Respect for complexity 

■■ Ability to apply theories from reading, using them as lenses

■■ Ability to use secondary sources in ways other than plugging them in as 

“answers.”

We also discovered that there was no common language out there for talk-

ing about analysis with students and faculty beyond the simple definition of 

dividing a subject into its parts. Books on writing tended to devote a chapter at 

most to the subject, and sometimes as little as a couple of paragraphs in a chap-

ter on rhetorical modes. Brief guides on writing in particular subject areas (for 

example, writing about economics, writing about film) tended to do a better job 

of explaining analytical habits of mind. As useful as they are, however, these 

books don’t easily help students recognize common methods and values, as 

they move from course to course and department to department.

Here, in brief, are some definitions of analysis that we have derived from 

our work with faculty across the curriculum:

■■ Analysis seeks to discover what something means. An analytical argu-

ment makes claims for how something might be best understood, and 

in what context.

■■ Analysis deliberately delays evaluation and judgment. 

■■ Analysis begins in and values uncertainty rather than starting from 

settled convictions.

■■ Analytical arguments are usually pluralistic; they tend to try on more 

than one way of thinking about how something might be best understood.

But these definitions alone are not enough. We thought, and still do, that 

the key to improving students’ writing is helping them to become more aware 

of their own habits of mind. We thought, and still do, that this was a matter of 

attitude, not just of skills and knowledge of rules about writing. We believed, 

and still do, that process-oriented pedagogy need not be implicitly Romantic 

in theory and practice, but could instead—in keeping with the ideas of John 

Dewey—be methodical, consisting of teachable mental activities that students 

could consciously develop and practice, both individually and together.

Going into its eighth edition, Writing Analytically has been through 

many changes, but it is still what we hoped it would be in the beginning: a 
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process-oriented guide to analytical writing that can serve students’ needs at 

different stages in their college careers and in different disciplines. We hope this 

new edition will continue to provide a basis for conversation—between faculty 

and students, between students and students, and, especially, between writ-

ers and their own writing. When students and teachers can share the means 

of idea production, class discussion and writing become better connected, and 

students can more easily learn to see that good ideas don’t just happen—they’re 

made.

New to This Edition
■■ The biggest change in this edition is a new chapter called “Thinking 

Like a Writer” (Chapter 5). The chapter’s aim is to help writers become 

more confident about and more engaged with their own writing. After 

a brief review of the heuristics in the book’s first four chapters, the 

chapter offers a variety of writing prompts including description-based 

observation exercises, ways of keeping a Writer’s Notebook, and experi-

ments with personal writing as a means of learning to use writing as 

a mode of inquiry. The emphasis throughout the chapter is on making 

the writing classroom a collaborative space. Toward that end, the chap-

ter suggests alternatives to the usual ways of prompting revision and of 

working in groups with other writers. 

■■ We have located the book’s chapters in three units in order to bet-

ter distinguish different phases of the writing process and different 

levels of concern. Unit One contains the book’s primary observation 

heuristics along with definition of the aims and methods of analysis. 

Unit Two addresses issues relevant to writing analytical papers such 

as finding and developing a thesis, finding and evaluating sources, and 

putting sources into conversation in research-based writing. Unit Three 

explains forms and formats across the curriculum, basic writing errors 

and how to fix them, and ways of becoming more adept at seeing sen-

tence shapes and understanding the impact of various style choices. 

■■ We have relocated the “Interpretation” chapter (now Chapter 3) so that it 

comes immediately after and is better connected with the book’s opening 

two chapters, “The Five Analytical Moves” and “Reading Analytically.”

■■ We have rearranged the thesis chapter to better foreground its primary 

heuristic—the six steps for making a thesis evolve.

■■ We have extensively rewritten the chapter on research-based writing 

(“Conversing with Sources”), adding new and more accessible examples 

of effective student writing about sources. 

■■ The chapter on finding, evaluating, and citing sources (including 

online sources) has been revised and updated by its author, a reference 

librarian.
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■■ The table of contents more clearly flags each chapter’s heuristics, “Try 

This” exercises, and “Voices from Across the Curriculum.”

■■ There is now a two-page chart of many of the book’s heuristics located 

inside the back cover. 

■■ We have done what we could to correct infelicities of style and to make 

the book’s explanations more concise—while still respecting students’ 

need for rationale in support of our advice on how to become smarter, 

more observant, and more independent thinkers and writers. 

How to Use This Book
For a quick introduction to the ideas and activities that the book offers, read 

the “Overview” paragraphs at the beginning of each chapter.

For a compact guide to the book’s heuristics, see the two-page chart inside 

the back cover. Writing Analytically is activity-based; it offers a variety of ways 

to make writing happen in the classroom and to help students function col-

laboratively as learning communities. 

To sample the kind of writing-to-learn assignments the book suggests, 

browse the “Try This” exercises dispersed throughout the book’s chapters. 

These can be used to generate class discussion and as prompts for short writ-

ing assignments to be done in class or as homework.

There is also an extensive Instructor’s Manual for Writing Analytically that 

is available to teachers of the book. It contains a wealth of materials on writing 

pedagogy as well as detailed discussions of how to work with each chapter in 

the book. If you are teaching the book, contact your Cengage representative to 

get access to a copy. 

Although we assume that users of this book will most often wish to pro-

vide their own writing assignments and readings, we have provided writing 

assignments at the end of each chapter that can be adapted to various kinds 

of course content and various levels of student readiness for college writing. 

(Writing Analytically with Readings, 3rd edition, contains a series of analytical 

readings arranged into five thematic units.) 

The following features of Writing Analytically should eliminate, in most 

cases, the need for an additional handbook: 

■■ A concise but thorough guide to finding, evaluating, and citing 

sources—both print and digital (Chapter 9) 

■■ A chapter with exercises, a punctuation guide, and a compact glossary 

of grammatical terms that teaches students how to recognize, under-

stand, and correct nine basic writing errors (Chapter 12) 

■■ A chapter on syntax and word choice that teaches students how to dis-

cern different sentence shapes and understand them not in terms of a 

single one-size-fits-all set of rules but as a range of options with differ-

ent rhetorical effects (Chapter 11) 
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■■ A chapter on conversing with sources in research-based writing 

(Chapter 8) 

■■ Extended discussion of various organizational schemes and discipline-

specific formats across the curriculum (Chapters 6, 7, and 10).

Using Unit One: The Analytical Frame of Mind 

Spend as much time as you can afford to spend on Chapter 1 (“The Five Analytical 

Moves”) and Chapter 2 (“Reading Analytically”), giving students the necessary 

practice to make these chapters’ observation heuristics habitual before moving 

on to the more paper-oriented focus of Unit Two. The rest of the book rests on 

the assumption that students have learned to apply these heuristics informally 

to everything they are asked to read and think about. 

The primary goal of the heuristics is to habituate students to being more 

observant, less quick to move to judgments, and more able to move from 

observations to implications—which is not the same thing as selecting pieces 

of evidence solely for the purpose of supporting some single claim. These goals 

require hands-on practice. Students are asked to recognize that observation is 

not natural, but learned. 

When students are first learning to do THE METHOD (looking for patterns 

of repetition and contrast), we often ask them to produce the lists and the 

single analytical paragraph that the exercise calls for as a regular homework 

assignment. In this way, they get repeated, low-stakes practice in thinking and 

writing analytically before being asked to present the results of their thinking 

in a more formal, thesis-driven or disciplinary format-driven mode. 

For those instructors who need to assign papers from an early point in the 

semester, the writing prompts that are part of the heuristics called THE METHOD 

and NOTICE & FOCUS in Chapter 1 can easily generate a series of short papers. 

The heuristics in Chapter 2, form a sequence that students can use with 

reading that they are asked to prepare for class: Commonplace Book, POInTInG, 

PArApHrASE 3 3, PASSAGE-BASED FOCUSED FrEEwrITInG, FInDInG THE PITCH AnD THE COmpLAInT, 

UnCOVErInG ASSUmpTIOnS, REfOrmULATInG BInArIES.

As these practices become habitual, students become increasingly com-

fortable doing the work for themselves, rather than expecting teachers to 

explain the readings and other course materials for them. The chapter’s heu-

ristics, like others in the book, help students learn to find their own starting 

points for writing and discussion, which we think is an important skill for them 

to learn as part of learning to write. 

Chapter 3, “Interpretation,” follows from and further develops the move from 

observation to implication stressed in Chapters 1 and 2. The chapter answers 

two questions: What makes some interpretations better than others? and What 

makes interpretation more than a matter of opinion? The chapter’s primary 

concept is that interpretation always takes place within some context that a con-

scientious writer takes care to specify along with his or her reasons for choosing it. 
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Chapter 4, “Responding to Traditional Writing Assignments More Analyti-

cally,” shows students how to achieve greater analytical depth on traditional 

kinds of college writing topics, such as summary, comparison/contrast, and 

personal response. See, for example, the heuristic we call DIffErEnCE wITHIn  

SImILArITY for sharpening the focus of comparing and contrasting. 

Chapter 5, “Thinking Like a Writer” (new to this edition) offers a variety of 

writing assignments and exercises designed to encourage students to use the 

writing process as a source of ideas and personal growth. The chapter contains 

projects, such as keeping a Writer’s Notebook (not the same thing as a diary or 

a journal) and doing descriptive (observational) freewriting. The assignment 

at the end of this chapter, “Writing a Literacy Narrative,” is one that many 

writing courses start with. This chapter also contains rubrics for students’ self-

evaluation and offers two formats for conducting small group peer review that 

rely on description rather than critique. 

Using Unit Two: Writing the Analytical Paper

Early in a writing course, while students are learning to use the heuristics in 

Unit One, you might have students read about and try in Chapter 6 (“Reasoning 

from Evidence to Claims”) the practice we call 10 on 1 (saying 10 things about 

a single, representative example) as an alternative to 1 on 10—attaching the 

same, usually overly general claim to a series of examples. The chapter offers 

alternatives to rigidly deductive formats (such as five-paragraph form) that 

inhibit analyzing evidence in depth. The chapter explains the problem with 

mustering evidence only in order to prove that “I am right.”

Chapter 7, “Finding and Developing a Thesis,” confronts the idea that a 

thesis is an unchanging (static) claim and shows students how to use com-

plicating evidence to make a thesis evolve. The chapter emphasizes the 

importance of qualifying claims. This orientation toward thesis-driven writing 

is challenging for students, and so we usually delay teaching it until students 

have learned in Unit One how to use writing in order to arrive at ideas. A good 

way to ease students into the methods prescribed in this chapter (under “Six 

Ways of Making a Thesis Evolve”) is to have them track the evolution of a thesis 

in things they are reading.

Chapter 8, “Conversing with Sources,” offers alternatives to agreeing or 

disagreeing with sources and to plugging them in as answers. It shows stu-

dents how to do more than simply assemble sources in support of (or against) 

some point of view. A good place to start is to ask them to choose a single 

sentence from source A and a single sentence from source B and use these 

to determine what each author would say to the point of view implicit in  

the other’s statement. 

Chapter 9, “Finding, Evaluating and Citing Sources,” was written by a college 

reference librarian, Kelly Cannon. It takes students on a tour of the research 

process, introducing them to useful indexes and bibliographies, showing 
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them how to evaluate the relative value of both print and online sources, 

and explaining the logic of standard citation methods. Students can use this 

chapter just as they would use a handbook in order to cite sources according 

to the most recent citation guidelines in MLA, AP, Chicago, and CSE Styles. The 

chapter aims to make sense of the increasingly complex world of information 

in which students find themselves. 

Using Unit Three: Matters of Form

Chapter 10, “From Paragraphs to Papers: Forms and Formats Across the Curric-

ulum,” helps students see both the logic and the heuristic value of disciplinary 

formats such as IMRAD (the report format required in the natural and social sci-

ences). The chapter emphasizes common denominators among the methods 

of organization prescribed in disciplines across the curriculum. The chap-

ter also offers practical help with introductions, conclusions, and paragraph 

development.

Chapter 11, “Style: Choosing Words, Shaping Sentences,” teaches students 

how to look at sentences as the shapes that thought takes. The chapter gives 

students the vocabulary they need in order to analyze sentences and begin to 

think about what makes a sentence good. Rather than prescribing one set of 

style rules, the chapter shows students how to think in terms of the effects 

of various stylistic choices. The chapter explains, for example, that whatever 

comes at the end of a sentence tends to get the most emphasis, which offers 

a useful revision guideline.

Chapter 12, “Nine Basic Writing Errors (BWEs) and How to Fix Them,” offers 

students a self-help guide to finding and correcting errors in grammar and 

punctuation. The chapter offers proofreading advice based on Mina Shaugh-

nessy’s concepts of hierarchy of error, pattern of error, and logic of error. 
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MindTap® English for Rosenwasser/Stephen, Writing Analytically, 8th Edition, is 

the digital learning solution that powers students from memorization to mas-

tery. It gives you complete control of your course—to provide engaging content, 

and to challenge every individual and build his or her confidence. Empower 

students to accelerate their progress with MindTap. MindTap: Powered by You. 

MindTap gives you complete ownership of your content and learning experi-

ence. Customize the interactive assignments, emphasize the most important 

topics, and add your own material or notes in the eBook.

■■ Interactive activities on grammar and mechanics promote application 

to student writing.

■■ An easy-to-use paper management system helps prevent plagiarism 

and allows for electronic submission, grading, and peer review.
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■■ A vast database of scholarly sources with video tutorials and examples 

supports every step of the research process.

■■ A collection of vetted, curated student writing samples in various 

modes and documentation styles to use as flexible instructional tools.

■■ Professional tutoring guides students from rough drafts to polished 

writing.

■■ Visual analytics track student progress and engagement.

■■ Seamless integration into your campus learning management system 

keeps all your course materials in one place.

■■ Additional thematic readings with questions for analysis. 

■■ Downloadable worksheets for in-class activities or homework.

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

PLUS learning module for foundational concepts and embedded course sup-

port. The module features 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.

The Resources for Teaching folder provides support materials to facilitate 

an efficient course setup process focused around your instructional goals: the 

MindTap Planning Guide offers an inventory of MindTap activities correlated 

to common planning objectives, so that you can quickly determine what you 

need. The MindTap Syllabus offers an example of how these activities could be 

incorporated into a 16-week course schedule. The Instructor’s Manual provides 

suggestions for additional activities and assignments.
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2	 UNIT 1  The Analytical Frame of Mind

CHAPTER 1
The Five Analytical Moves 

Overview  In this chapter, we define analysis and explain why it is the kind of 

writing you will most often be asked to do in college and beyond. We explain 

the characteristics that college teachers look for in student writing and the 

changes in orientation this kind of writing requires: the analytical frame of 

mind. The chapter identifies the counterproductive habits of mind most likely 

to block good writing and offers in their place the book’s first set of strategies 

for becoming a more observant and more confident writer: NOTICE & FOCUS, free-

writing, ASKInG “SO WHaT?,” and THE METHOD. These strategies are embedded in 

a discussion of what we call the Five Analytical Moves. 

Writing as a Tool of Thought
Of all the skills you acquire as a writer and thinker, analysis is likely to have 

the greatest impact on the way you learn. This is so because the more that you 

write analytically, the more actively and patiently you will think. The patience 

comes from recognizing that ideas and understanding are a product not just 

of sudden flashes of insight but of specific mental skills. Thinking is a process, 

an activity. Ideas don’t just happen; they are made.

This book will make you much more aware of your own acts of thinking 

and will show you how to experiment more deliberately with ways of arriving at  

ideas—for example, by sampling kinds of informal and exploratory writing 

that will enhance your ability to learn. As the next few chapters will show, the 

analytical process consists of a fairly limited set of basic moves. People who 

think well have these moves at their disposal, whether they are aware of using 

them or not. Writing Analytically describes and gives names to these moves, 

which are activities you can practice and use systematically in order to become 

a more confident, more resourceful, and more independent thinker and writer.

Learning to write well means more than learning to organize information 

in appropriate forms and to construct clear and correct sentences. Learning 

to write well means learning ways of using writing in order to think well. This 

means that writing can make you smarter. But first, you have to learn to feel 

comfortable with the activity. Since so much writing instruction concentrates 

on what writers do wrong, it is difficult for many people to find the necessary 
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level of comfort and trust to make writing happen. Clearly, rules governing 

matters of form are important, and we will have much to say about these in 

the third part of this book, but rules governing such things as paper organiza-

tion and style don’t easily translate into the ability to get words onto the page 

in the first place—the stage of writing that classical rhetoric called “invention.” 

In classical rhetoric, procedures and forms that served as aids to discov-

ery were called “heuristics.” The term comes from the Greek word heuriskein, 

which means “to find out” or “to discover.” This book’s analytical methods, 

such as the ones you will find in this chapter, are heuristics. These offer 

alternatives to what might be called the light bulb theory of inspiration, 

wherein ideas simply come to people, like a light bulb turning on in their 

heads. Writers do, of course, sometimes have ideas in this way—suddenly 

and unexpectedly and seemingly with little conscious effort. But, as we hope 

to show, this is more often the exception than the rule. 

Why Faculty Want Analysis 
For over two decades, we’ve co-directed a Writing Across the Curriculum pro-

gram in which writing is taught by our colleagues from all the other disciplines. 

They have helped us to see why analysis is what they expect from student 

writing. They want analysis because of the attitudes toward learning that 

come along with it—the way it teaches learners to cultivate curiosity, to toler-

ate uncertainty, to respect complexity, and to seek to understand a subject 

before they attempt to make arguments about it. 

Overall, what faculty want is for students to learn to do things with 

course material beyond merely reporting it on the one hand, and just react-

ing to it (often through like-dislike, agree-disagree responses) on the other 

(see Figure 1.1). This is the issue that Writing Analytically addresses: how to 

locate a middle ground between passive summary and personal response. 

That middle ground is occupied by analysis. 

HAVING IDEAS

(doing something with the material)

versus

RELATING

(personal experience

matters, but . . .)

REPORTING

 (information

matters, but . . .)

FIGURE 1.1

What Faculty Want from Student Writing

Analysis Is a Search for Meaning
To analyze something is to ask what that something means. It is to ask 

how something does what it does or why it is as it is. Analysis is a form of 

detective work. It typically pursues something puzzling, something you are 
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4	 UNIT 1  The Analytical Frame of Mind

seeking to understand rather than something you believe you already have 

the answers to. Analysis finds questions where there seemed not to be any, 

and it makes connections that might not have been evident at first. Analy-

sis is, then, more than just a set of skills: it is a frame of mind, an attitude 

toward experience. 

Analysis is the kind of thinking you’ll most often be asked to do in col-

lege, the mainstay of serious thought. Yet it’s also among the most common 

of our mental activities. The fact is that most people already analyze all of the 

time, but they often don’t realize that this is what they’re doing. 

If, for example, you find yourself being followed by a large dog, your first 

response—other than breaking into a cold sweat—will be to analyze the situ-

ation. What does being followed by a large dog mean for me, here, now? Does 

it mean the dog is vicious and about to attack? Does it mean the dog is curi-

ous and wants to play? Similarly, if you are losing at a game of tennis, have 

just left a job interview, or are looking at a large painting of a woman with 

three noses, you will begin to analyze. How can I play differently to increase 

my chances of winning? Am I likely to get the job, and why or why not? Why 

did the artist give the woman three noses? 

Analysis Does More than Break a Subject into Its Parts 
Whether you are analyzing an awkward social situation, an economic problem, 

a painting, a substance in a chemistry lab, or your chances of succeeding in a 

job interview, the process of analysis is the same: 

■■ Divide the subject into its defining parts, its main elements or 

ingredients.

■■ Consider how these parts are related, both to each other and to the  

subject as a whole.

In the case of the large dog, for example, you might notice that he’s drag-

ging a leash, has a ball in his mouth, and is wearing a bright red scarf around 

his neck. Having broken your larger subject into these defining parts, you 

would try to see the connection among them and determine what they mean, 

what they allow you to decide about the nature of the dog: possibly some-

body’s lost pet, playful, probably not hostile, unlikely to bite me. 

Analysis of the painting of the woman with three noses, a subject more 

like the kind you might be asked to write about in a college course, would 

proceed in the same way. Your end result—ideas about the nature of the 

painting—would be determined, as with the dog, not only by noticing its vari-

ous parts, but by your familiarity with the subject. If you knew little about 

painting, scrutiny of its parts would not tell you, for instance, that it is an 

example of the movement called “cubism.” You would, however, still be able 

to draw some analytical conclusions—ideas about the meaning and nature of 

the subject. You might conclude, for example, that the artist is interested in 
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perspective or in the way we see, as opposed to being interested in realistic 

depictions of the world.

One common denominator of all effective analytical writing is that it 

pays close attention to detail. We analyze because our global responses, 

say, to a play or a speech or a social problem are too general. If you try, for 

example, to comment on an entire football game, you’ll find yourself saying 

things like “great game,” which is a generic response, something you could 

say about almost anything. This “one-size-fits-all” comment doesn’t tell us 

very much except that you probably liked the game.

In order to say more, you would necessarily become more analytical—

shifting your attention to the significance of some important piece of the 

game as a whole—such as “they won because the offensive line was giv-

ing the quarterback all day to find his receivers” or “they lost because they 

couldn’t defend against the safety blitz.” This move from generalization to 

analysis, from the larger subject to its key components, is a characteristic of 

the way we think. In order to understand a subject, we need to discover what 

it is “made of,” the particulars that contribute most strongly to the character 

of the whole. 

If all analysis did was take subjects apart, leaving them broken and scat-

tered, the activity would not be worth very much. The student who presents 

a draft to his or her professor with the encouraging words, “Go ahead, rip it 

apart,” reveals a disabling misconception about analysis—that, like dissect-

ing a frog in a biology lab, analysis takes the life out of its subjects. 

Analysis means more than breaking a subject into its parts. When you 

analyze a subject, you ask not just “What is it made of?” but also “How do 

these parts help me to understand the meaning of the subject as a whole?” 

A good analysis seeks to locate the life of its subject, the aims and ideas that 

energize it.

Distinguishing Analysis from Summary, Expressive 
Writing, and Argument 
How does analysis differ from other kinds of thinking and writing? A common 

way of answering this question is to think of communication as having three 

possible centers of emphasis: the writer, the subject, and the audience. 

Communication, of course, involves all three of these components, but some 

kinds of writing concentrate more on one than on the others (see Figure 1.2). 

Autobiographical writing, for example, such as diaries or memoirs or stories 

about personal experience, centers on the writer and his or her desire for 

self-expression. Argument, in which the writer takes a stand on an issue, 

advocating or arguing for or against a policy or attitude, is reader-centered; 

its goal is to bring about a change in its readers’ actions and beliefs. Analytical 

writing is more concerned with arriving at an understanding of a subject than 

it is with either self-expression or changing readers’ views. 
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6	 UNIT 1  The Analytical Frame of Mind

These three categories of writing are not mutually exclusive. For exam-

ple, expressive (writer-centered) writing is also analytical in its attempts to 

define and explain a writer’s feelings, reactions, and experiences. Analysis 

is a form of self-expression because it inevitably reflects the ways a  

writer’s experiences have taught him or her to think about the world. 

Similarly, analysis is a close cousin of argument in its emphasis on logic and 

the dispassionate scrutiny of ideas (“What do I think about what I think?”). 

But as we shall see, analysis and argument are not the same. 

Analysis and Summary

One of the most common kinds of writing you’ll be asked to do in college, in 

addition to analysis, is summary. Summary differs from analysis, because 

the aim of summary is to recount in reduced form someone else’s ideas. But 

summary and analysis are also clearly related and usually operate together. 

Summary is important to analysis, because you can’t analyze a subject without 

laying out its significant parts for your reader. Similarly, analysis is important 

to summary, because summarizing is more than just shortening someone 

else’s writing. To write an accurate summary, ask analytical questions such as: 

■■ Which of the ideas in the reading are most significant? Why?

■■ How do these ideas fit together? What do the key passages in the  

reading mean? 

Like an analysis, an effective summary doesn’t assume that the subject 

matter can speak for itself: the writer needs to play an active role. A good 

summary provides perspective on the subject as a whole by explaining, as an 

analysis does, the meaning and function of each of that subject’s parts. So, 

summary, like analysis, is a tool of understanding and not just a mechani-

cal task. But a summary stops short of analysis because summary typically 

makes much smaller interpretive leaps. 

Laying out the data is key to any kind of analysis, not simply because it 

keeps the analysis accurate but also because, crucially, it is in the act of care-

fully describing a subject that analytical writers often have their best ideas. The 

writer-centered
(expressive writing)

communication

reader-centered
(argument)

subject-centered
(summary and analysis)

FIGURE 1.2

The Communication Triangle
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writer who can offer a careful description of a subject’s key features is likely 

to arrive at conclusions about possible meanings that others would share. 

Here are two guidelines to be drawn from this discussion of analysis and 

summary:

1.	 Describe with care. The words you choose to summarize your data will 

contain the germs of your ideas about what the subject means. 

2.	 In moving from summary to analysis, scrutinize your language, asking 

“Why did I choose this word?” and “What ideas are implicit in the lan-

guage I have chosen?”

Analysis and Expressive Writing 

At their extremes, analysis and expressive writing differ significantly in 

method and aim. The extreme version of expressive writing focuses on the 

self, with other subjects serving only to evoke greater self-understanding. The 

extreme version of analytical writing banishes the “I” and, although its insights 

may derive from personal experience, it foregrounds the writer’s reasoning, 

not his or her experiences. 

In practice, though, the best versions of analysis and expressive writing 

can overlap a lot. Although most analytical writing done in the academic disci-

plines is about a subject other than the self, all writing is, in a sense, personal, 

because there is an “I” doing the thinking and selecting the details to consider. 

Virtually all forms of description are implicitly analytical. When you 

choose what you take to be the three most telling details about your subject, 

you have selected significant parts and used them as a means of getting at 

what you take to be the character of the whole. This is what analysis does: it 

goes after an understanding of what something means, its nature, by zeroing 

in on the function of significant detail.

Analysis and Argument 

Analysis and argument proceed in the same way. They offer evidence, make 

claims about it, and supply reasons that explain and justify the claims. In other 

words, in both analysis and argument you respond to the questions “What have 

you got to go on?” (evidence) and “How did you get there?” (the principles and 

reasons that caused you to conclude what you did about the evidence). 

Although analysis and argument proceed in essentially the same way, 

they differ in the kinds of questions they try to answer. Argument, at its most 

dispassionate, asks, “What can be said with truth about x or y?” In common 

practice, though, the kinds of questions that argument more often answers 

are more committed and directive, such as “Which is better, x or y?”; “How 

can we best achieve x or y?”; and “Why should we stop doing x or y?” 

Analysis, by contrast, asks, “What does x or y mean?” In analysis, the 

evidence (your data) is something you wish to understand, and the claims 

are assertions about what that evidence means. The claim that an analysis 
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8	 UNIT 1  The Analytical Frame of Mind

makes is usually a tentative answer to a what, how, or why question; it seeks 

to explain why people watch professional wrestling, or what a rising number 

of sexual harassment cases might mean, or how certain features of govern-

ment health care policy are designed to allay the fears of the middle class. 

The claim that an argument makes, however, is often an answer to a 

should question. For example, readers should or shouldn’t vote for bans on 

smoking in public buildings, or they should or shouldn’t believe that gays 

can function effectively in the military. The writer of an analysis is more 

concerned with discovering how each of these complex subjects might be 

defined and explained than with convincing readers to approve or disap-

prove of them. 

Analysis versus Debate-Style Argument  Many of you may have been 

introduced to writing arguments through the debate model—arguing for or 

against a given position, with the aim of defeating an imagined opponent 

and convincing your audience of the rightness of your position. The agree/

disagree mode of writing and thinking that you often see in editorials, hear 

on radio or television, and even practice sometimes in school may incline 

you to focus all your energy on the bottom line—aggressively advancing a 

claim for or against some view—without first engaging in the exploratory 

interpretation of evidence that is so necessary to arriving at thoughtful argu-

ments. But as the American College Dictionary says, “to argue implies reasoning 

or trying to understand; it does not necessarily imply opposition.” It is this 

more exploratory, tentative, and dispassionate mode of argument that this 

book encourages you to practice. It sounds more civil, more open-minded, 

and more educated—and it usually is.

Adhering to the more restrictive, debate-style definition of argument can 

create problems for careful analytical writers: 

1.	 By requiring writers to be oppositional, it inclines them to discount or 

dismiss problems on the side or position they have chosen; they cling to 

the same static position rather than testing it as a way of allowing it to 

evolve.

2.	 It inclines writers toward either/or thinking rather than encouraging 

them to formulate more qualified (carefully limited, acknowledg-

ing exceptions, etc.) positions that integrate apparently opposing 

viewpoints. 

3.	 It overvalues convincing someone else at the expense of developing 

understanding. 

If you approach an argument with the primary goals of convincing others 

that you are right and defeating your opponents, you may neglect the more 

important goal of arriving at a fair and accurate assessment of your subject. 

In fact, you will be able to argue much more effectively from evidence if you 

Copyright 2019 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 2019 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part.  WCN 02-200-208



	 CHAPTER 1  The Five Analytical Moves 	 9

first take the time to really consider what that evidence means and, thereby, 

to find valid positions to argue about it. 

Ethos and Analysis   Analysis, as we have been arguing, is interested in how 

we come to know things, how we make meaning. This focus privileges not 

just conclusions about a subject, but also sharing with readers the thought 

process that led to those conclusions. Rather than telling other people what 

to think, the best analytical writers encourage readers to think collabora-

tively with them. This is true of the best writers in the civic forum as well as 

in colleges and universities.

It follows that the character of the speaker (ethos) in an analysis will serve 

to create a more collaborative and collegial relationship with readers than 

might be the case in other kinds of writing.

Classical rhetoric thought of the impact that writers/speakers had on 

audiences in terms of three categories: logos, pathos, and ethos. The word logos 

(from Greek) refers to the logical component of a piece of writing or speak-

ing. Pathos refers to the emotional component in writing—the ways that it 

appeals to feelings in an audience. Ethos may be familiar to you as a term 

because of its relation to the word “ethics.” In classical rhetoric, ethos is the 

character of the speaker, which is important in determining an audience’s 

acceptance or rejection of his or her arguments.

Much of this book is concerned with the logos of academic writing, 

with ways of deriving and arguing ideas in colleges, universities, and the 

world of educated discourse. Ethos matters too. The thinking you do is dif-

ficult to separate from the sense the audience has of the person doing the 

thinking. In fact, the personae (versions of ourselves) we assume when we 

write have a formative impact on what we think and say. Ethos is not just 

a mask we assume in order to appeal to a particular audience. The stylistic 

and thinking moves prescribed by the ethos of particular groups become, 

with practice, part of who we are and thus of how we think and interact 

with others.

Eventually, college writers need to learn how to adopt different self- 

representations for different academic disciplines. So the acceptable ethos 

of a chemistry lab report differs in significant ways from the one you might 

adopt in a political science or English paper. Nevertheless, in most academic 

disciplines, ethos is characterized by the following traits:

■■ nonadversarial tone—not looking for a fight

■■ collaborative and collegial—treats readers as colleagues worthy of 

respect who share your interest

■■ carefully qualified—not making overstated claims

■■ relative impersonality in self-presentation—keeps focus primarily on 

the subject, not the writer. 
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10	 UNIT 1  The Analytical Frame of Mind

Counterproductive Habits of Mind 
Analysis, we have been suggesting, is a frame of mind, a set of habits for 

observing and making sense of the world. There is also, it is fair to say, an anti-

analytical frame of mind with its own set of habits. These habits shut down 

perception and arrest potential ideas at the cliché stage. Having ideas depends 

on noticing things in a subject that we wish to better understand rather than 

glossing things over with a quick and too-easy understanding. 

The nineteenth-century poet, Emily Dickinson, wrote that “Perception of 

an object/Costs precise the object’s loss.” When we leap prematurely to our 

perceptions about a thing, we place a filter between ourselves and the “object,” 

shrinking the amount and kinds of information that can get through to our 

minds and our senses. The point of the Dickinson poem is a paradox—that the 

ideas we arrive at deprive us of material with which to have more ideas. We 

have to be careful about leaping to conclusions, because if we are not careful, 

this move will lead to a form of mental blindness—loss of the object. 

Here, then, are the four habits that most interfere with analysis—along 

with explanations of why they are a problem, and some suggestions for how 

to unlearn them.

THE PROBLEM

leaps to

data  evaluative claims (like/dislike; agree/disagree)

leaps to 

data (words, images, other detail)  broad generalization

Habit: The Judgment Reflex 

In its most primitive form—most automatic and least thoughtful—judging 

is like an on/off switch. When the switch gets thrown in one direction or the 

other, the resulting judgment predetermines and over-directs any subsequent 

thinking we might do. Rather than thinking about what X is or how X operates, 

we lock ourselves prematurely into proving that we were right to think that X 

should be banned or supported.

The psychologist Carl Rogers has written at length on this problem of the 

judgment reflex. He claims that our habitual tendency as humans—virtually 

a programmed response—is to evaluate everything and do so very quickly. 

When people leap to judgment, they usually land in the mental path-

ways they’ve grown accustomed to traveling, guided by family or friends 

or popular opinion. The fact that you liked or didn’t like a movie probably 

says more about you—your tastes, interests, biases, and experiences—than 

Copyright 2019 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 2019 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part.  WCN 02-200-208



	 CHAPTER 1  The Five Analytical Moves 	 11

it does about the movie. What makes a movie boring: that it doesn’t have 

enough car chases? that its plot resembles half the plots on cable channels? 

that the leading man was miscast, or the dialogue was too longwinded? At 

the very least, in such cases, you’d need to share with readers your criteria for 

judgment—your reasons and your standards of evaluation. 

This is not to say that all judging should be avoided—only delayed. A 

writer needs to take into account how his or her judgment has been affected 

by the details of a situation (context) and to acknowledge how thinking about 

these details has led to restricting (qualifying) the range of the judgment: X 

is sometimes true in these particular circumstances. Z is probably the right 

thing to do but only when A and B occur. 

As a general rule, try to figure out what your subject means before decid-

ing how you feel about it. If you can break the judgment reflex and press 

yourself to analyze before judging a subject, you will often be surprised at 

how much your initial responses change. 

Cures for the Judgment Reflex 
■■ Become conscious of the like/dislike switch in your thinking, and try to 

avoid it altogether. 

■■ Neither agree nor disagree with another person’s position until you 

can repeat that position in a way the other person would accept as fair 

and accurate. Carl Rogers recommends this strategy to negotiators in 

industry and government. 

■■ Try eliminating the word “should” from your vocabulary for a while. 

Judgments often take the form of should statements. 

■■ Try eliminating evaluative adjectives—those that offer judgments with 

no data. 

“Jagged” is a descriptive, concrete adjective. It offers something we can 

experience. “Beautiful” is an evaluative adjective. It offers only judgment. 

Sometimes the concrete-abstract divide is complicated. Consider for example 

the word “green,” a literal color with figurative associations (envious, inno-

cent, ecological, etc.). 

TRY THIS 1.1: Experiment with Adjectives and Adverbs 

Write a paragraph of description on anything that comes to mind without 

using evaluative adjectives or adverbs. Alternatively, analyze and categorize 

the adjectives and adverbs in a piece of your own recent writing, a book review, 

or an editorial. 

Habit: Naturalizing Our Assumptions (Overpersonalizing) 

The word “naturalize” in this context means we are representing—and seeing—

our own assumptions as natural, as simply the way things are and ought to be. 

“Individualism is good.” Even on a lifeboat where collaboration is necessary 
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12	 UNIT 1  The Analytical Frame of Mind

to survive? “People are entitled to their own opinions.” Even if those opinions 

belittle others and express hatred and aim to provoke violence? Writers who 

naturalize their own assumptions—a version of the judgment reflex—tend to 

make personal experiences and prejudices an unquestioned standard of value. 

It is surprisingly difficult to break the habit of treating our points of view 

as self-evidently true—not just for us, but for everyone. The overpersonal-

izer assumes that because he or she experienced or believes X, everyone else 

does, too. But what is “common sense” for one person, and so not even in 

need of explaining, can be quite uncommon and not so obviously sensible to 

someone else. More often than not, “common sense” is a phrase that really 

means “what seems obvious to me and therefore should be obvious to you.” 

VOICES FROM ACROSS THE CURRICULUM

Arguments vs. Opinions: A Political Scientist Speaks

Writers need to be aware of the distinction between an argument, which seeks support 

from evidence, and mere opinions and assertions. People too often assume that in 

politics one opinion is as good as another. (Tocqueville thought this was a peculiarly 

democratic disease.) From this perspective, any position a person might take on 

controversial issues is simply his or her opinion to be accepted or rejected by another 

person’s beliefs/prejudices. The key task, therefore, is not so much the substitution of 

knowledge for opinions, but substituting well-constructed arguments for unexamined 

opinions. An argument presupposes a willingness to engage with others. To the extent 

that a writer operates on the assumption that everything is in the end an opinion, they 

have no reason to construct arguments; they are locked into an opinion. 

— JACK GAMBINO, PROFESSOR OF POLITICAL SCIENCE

Habit: Generalizing 

“What it all boils down to is . . .”; “What this adds up to is . . .”; “The gist of her 

speech was . . .” We generalize from our experience because this is one way of 

arriving at ideas. The problem with generalizing as a habit of mind is that it 

removes the mind—usually much too quickly—from the data that produced 

the generalization in the first place. 

Most of us tend to remember our global impressions and reactions. The din-

ner was dull. The house was beautiful. The music was exciting. But we forget the 

specific, concrete causes of these impressions (if we ever fully noticed them). 

As a result, we deprive ourselves of material to think with—the data that might 

allow us to reconsider our initial impressions or to share them with others. 

The problem comes when generalizations omit supporting details. 

Consider for a moment what you are really asking others to do when you 

offer them a generalization such as “The proposed changes in immigra-

tion policy are a disaster.” Unless the recipient of this observation asks a  

question—such as “Why do you think so?”—he or she is being required to 

take your word for it: the changes are a disaster because you say so. 
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What happens instead if you offer a few details that cause you to think 

as you do? Clearly, you are on riskier ground. Your listener might think that 

the details you cite lead to different conclusions and a different reading of 

the data, but at least conversation has become possible. 

Cures for the Problem of Generalizing
■■ The simplest antidote to the problem of generalizing is to train yourself 

to be more conscious of where your generalizations come from. Press 

yourself to trace your general impressions back to the particulars that caused 

them. Deciding to become more aware of your own responses to the 

world and their causes counteracts the inevitable numbing that takes 

place as habit takes control of our daily lives.

■■ Here’s another strategy for bringing your thinking down from high lev-

els of generality. Think of the words you use as steps on an abstraction 

ladder, and consciously climb down the ladder from abstract general-

ization to concrete detail. 

 “Mammal,” for example, is higher on the abstraction ladder than “cow.” 

A concrete word appeals to the senses. Abstract words are not available to our 

senses of touch, sight, hearing, taste, and smell. “Peacekeeping force” is an 

abstract phrase; it conjures up a concept. “Submarine” is concrete. We know 

what people are talking about when they say there is a plan to send subma-

rines to a troubled area. We can’t be so sure what is up when people start 

talking about peacekeeping forces. George Orwell offers an eloquent attack 

along these lines in his famous essay, “Politics and the English Language,” 

which is discussed in Chapter 11. 

TRY THIS 1.2: Distinguishing Abstract from Concrete Words 

Make a list of the first ten words that come to mind and then arrange them 

from most concrete to most abstract. Then repeat the exercise by choosing key 

words from a page of something you have written recently. 

VOICES FROM ACROSS THE CURRICULUM

Habits of Mind in Psychology: A Psychologist Speaks

Psychologists who study the way we process information have established important links 

between the way we think and the way we feel. Some psychologists, such as Aaron Beck, 

have identified common “errors in thinking” that parallel the habits of mind discussed in 

this chapter. Beck and others have shown that falling prey to these counterproductive 

habits of mind is associated with a variety of negative outcomes. For instance, a tendency 

to engage in either/or thinking, overgeneralization, and personalization has been linked 

to higher levels of anger, anxiety, and depression. Failure to attend to these errors in 

thinking chokes off reflection and analysis. As a result, the person becomes more likely to 

“react” rather than think, which may prolong and exacerbate the negative emotions. 

 —MARK SCIUTTO, PROFESSOR OF PSYCHOLOGY
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14	 UNIT 1  The Analytical Frame of Mind

Get Comfortable with Uncertainty 

Most of us learn early in life to pretend that we understand things even when we 

don’t. Rather than ask questions and risk looking foolish, we nod our heads. Soon, 

we even come to believe that we understand things when really we don’t, or not 

nearly as well as we think we do. This understandable but problematic human trait 

means that to become better thinkers, most of us have to cultivate a more positive 

attitude toward not knowing. Prepare to be surprised at how difficult this can be. 

Start by trying to accept that uncertainty—even its more extreme ver-

sion, confusion—is a productive state of mind, a precondition to having 

ideas. The poet John Keats coined a memorable phrase for this willed toler-

ance of uncertainty. He called it negative capability. 

I had not had a dispute but a disquisition with Dilke, on various subjects; several things 

dovetailed in my mind, & at once it struck me, what quality went to form a Man of 

Achievement especially in Literature & which Shakespeare possessed so enormously—I 

mean Negative Capability, that is when man is capable of being in uncertainties, 

Mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact & reason. 

— LETTER TO GEORGE AND THOMAS KEATS, DECEMBER 1817

The key phrases here are “capable of being in uncertainties” and “with-

out any irritable reaching.” Keats is not saying that facts and reason are 

unnecessary and therefore can be safely ignored. But he does praise the kind 

of person who can remain calm (rather than becoming irritable) in a state of 

uncertainty. He is endorsing a way of being that can stay open to possibili-

ties longer than most of us are comfortable with. Negative capability is an 

essential habit of mind for productive analytical thinking. 

Actively search out possible alternative interpretations. Look for ambigu-

ity. Tell yourself that you don’t understand, even if you think that you do. You’ll 

know that you are surmounting the fear of uncertainty when the meaning of 

your evidence starts to seem less rather than more clear to you, and perhaps 

even strange. You will begin to see details that you hadn’t seen before and a 

range of competing meanings where you had thought there was only one. 

Habit: The Slot-Filler Mentality (Five-Paragraph Form) 

Can a format qualify as a counterproductive habit of mind? Yes, if you consider 

how many high school students have naturalized five-paragraph form as the 

structure for organizing the writing they do in school. 

The shift from high school to college writing is not just a difference in 

degree but a difference in kind. The changes it requires in matters of form and 

style are inevitably also changes in thinking. The primary change in thinking 

for many students demands saying good-bye to five-paragraph form. 

Of course, it can be anxiety-producing to bid farewell to this one-size-

fits-all writing format and replace it with a set of different forms for different 

situations. But it is essential to let go of this security blanket. 
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So, what’s wrong with five-paragraph form? Its rigid, arbitrary, and 

mechanical organizational scheme values structure over just about every-

thing else, especially in-depth thinking.

The formula’s defenders claim that essays need to be organized, and that 

the simple three-part thesis and three body paragraphs (one reason and/or 

example for each) and repetitive conclusion meet that need. They also say 

that five-paragraph form is useful for helping writers to get started. 

But the problem with treating five-paragraph form as a relatively benign 

aid to clarity is that, like any habit, it is very hard to break. The form actually 

discourages thinking by conditioning writers to be afraid of looking closely 

at evidence. If they look too closely, they might find something that doesn’t 

fit, at which point the prefabricated organizational scheme falls apart. And it 

is precisely the something-that-doesn’t-seem-to-fit, the thing writers call a 

“complication,” that triggers good ideas. 

We will return in Chapter 6 to the problems created by five-paragraph 

form and how to remedy them. For now, keep in mind that if you can’t break 

the slot-filler habit, you’ll remain handicapped because five-paragraph form 

runs counter to virtually all of the values and attitudes that you need in order 

to grow as a writer and a thinker. 

Learn to Notice 

Some people, especially the very young, are good at noticing things. They see 

things that the rest of us don’t see or have ceased to notice. Growing up, we all 

become increasingly desensitized to the world around us; we tend to forget the 

specific things that get us to feel and think in particular ways. 

Why is this? Is it just that people become duller as they get older? The poet 

William Wordsworth thought so: he argued that we aren’t the victims of declin-

ing intelligence, but of habit. That is, as we organize our lives so that we can 

function more efficiently, we condition ourselves to see in more predictable 

ways and to tune out things that are not immediately relevant to our daily needs. 

You can test this theory by considering what you did and did not notice 

this morning on the way to work or class or wherever you regularly go. 

Following a routine for moving through the day can be done with minimal 

engagement of either the brain or the senses. Moving along the roadway in 

cars, we periodically realize that miles have gone by while we were driving on 

automatic pilot, attending barely at all to the road or the car or the landscape. 

Arguably, even when we try to focus on something that we want to consider, 

the habit of not really attending to things stays with us. 

The deadening effect of habit on seeing and thinking has long been a 

preoccupation of artists as well as philosophers and psychologists. Some 

people have even defined the aim of art as “defamiliarization.” “The essential 

purpose of art,” writes the novelist David Lodge, “is to overcome the dead-

ening effects of habit by representing familiar things in unfamiliar ways.” 

The man who coined the term defamiliarization, Victor Shklovsky, wrote 

Copyright 2019 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 2019 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part.  WCN 02-200-208



16	 UNIT 1  The Analytical Frame of Mind

“Habitualization devours works, clothes, furniture, one’s wife, and the fear 

of war. . . . And art exists that one may recover the sensation of life” (David 

Lodge, The Art of Fiction. New York: Penguin, 1992, p. 53).

We all know the buzz phrase “thinking outside the box,” which appears 

to mean getting beyond outworn ways of thinking about things. The phrase 

assumes that most of the time most of us are trapped inside the box—inside 

a set of prefabricated answers (clichés) and like/dislike responses. 

In this context, we come to the Five Analytical Moves that thinkers reg-

ularly make when they analyze things. To become a more confident and 

observant writer, you will need to become more aware of these moves in your 

thinking and practice them systematically. 

The Five Analytical Moves
The act of analyzing can be broken down into five essential moves:

Move 1: �Suspend judgment. 

Move 2: �Define significant parts and how they are related.

Move 3: �Make the implicit explicit. Push observations to implications  

by ASKING “SO WHAT?” 

Move 4: �Look for patterns of repetition and contrast and for anomalies  

(THE METHOD).

Move 5: �Keep reformulating questions and explanations. 

Move 1: Suspend Judgment
Much of what passes for thinking is merely reacting: right/wrong, good/bad, 

loved it/hated it, couldn’t relate to it, boring. As we noted in our discussion of 

Counterproductive Habits of Mind, responses like these are habits, reflexes of 

the mind. And they are surprisingly tough habits to break. As an experiment, 

eavesdrop on people walking out of a movie. Most of them will immediately 

voice their approval or disapproval, usually in either/or terms: “I think it was a 

good movie and you are wrong to think it was bad.” And so on. 

A first move in conducting analysis—in fact, a precondition—is to delay judg-

ment, especially of the agree-disagree, like-dislike kind. In the opening pages of 

The Great Gatsby, Nick Carraway cites as the one piece of wisdom he learned from 

his father the following statement: “Reserving judgments is a matter of infinite 

hope.” In analysis, the goal is always to understand before you judge. 

Move 2: Define Significant Parts and How They  
Are Related
In order to define significant parts and figure out how they are related, writers 

need to train themselves to attend closely to details. Becoming observant is 

not natural; it’s learned. Toward that end, this book offers a series of observa-

tion and interpretation strategies to equip you to see more and to make more 

of what you see.
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The first of these is a strategy we call NOTICE & FOCUS, which will help you 

to stay open longer to what you can notice in your subject matter. Do this by 

starting not with “What do I think?” or, worse, with “What do I like/dislike?,” 

but with “What do I notice?”. This small shift in words will engineer the major 

conceptual shift this chapter asks you to make: to locate more of your time 

and attention in the observation stage, which necessarily precedes formulat-

ing a thesis. 

NOTICE & FOCUS (Ranking) 

NOTICE & Focus: SLOW DOWN

Not “What do you think?” &

Not “What do you like or dislike?”

	 but

	 “What do you notice?”

A few prompts:

	 What do you find most INTERESTING?

	 What do you find most STRANGE?

	 What do you find most REVEALING?

This exercise is governed by repeated return to the question, “What do you 

notice?”. Most people’s tendency is to generalize and thus rapidly move away 

from whatever it is they are looking at. The question “What do you notice?” 

redirects attention to the subject matter, itself, and delays the pressure to come 

up with answers (see Figure 1.3). 

1

Repeatedly answer the question, “What do you notice?,” being sure to cite actual details of the 

thing being observed rather than moving to more general observations about it. (This is more difficult 

than it sounds.) This phase of the exercise should produce an extended and unordered list of details—

features of the thing being observed—that call attention to themselves for one reason or another. 

2

Rank (create an order of importance) for the various features you have noticed. Answer the 

question “What three details (specific features of the subject matter) are most interesting (or significant 

or revealing or strange)?” The purpose of relying on “interesting” or one of the other suggested words is 

that these will help to deactivate the like/dislike switch, which is so much a reflex in all of us, and replace 

it with a more analytical perspective. 

3

Say why the three things you selected struck you as the most interesting. Remember to start 

by noticing as much as you can about what you are looking at. Dwell with the data. Record what you 

see. Don’t move to generalization or judgment. What this procedure will begin to demonstrate is how 

useful description is as a tool for arriving at ideas. Stay at the description stage longer (in that attitude 

of uncertainty we’ve recommended) and have better ideas. Training yourself to notice is fun. It will 

improve your memory as well as your ability to think. 

FIGURE 1.3

NOTICE & FOCUS + Ranking
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18	 UNIT 1  The Analytical Frame of Mind

Start by noticing as much as you can about what you are looking at. 

Dwell with the data. Record what you see. It will improve your memory as 

well as your ability to think. 

“Interesting,” “Revealing,” “Strange” 

These three words are triggers for analysis. Often, we are interested by things 

that have captured our attention without our clearly knowing why. To say that 

something is interesting is not the end but the beginning of analysis. If you 

press yourself to explain why something is interesting, revealing, or strange, 

you will be prompted to make an analytical move. 

“Revealing” (or “significant”) requires you to make choices that can lead 

to interpretive leaps. If something strikes you as revealing or significant, even 

if you’re not yet sure why, you will eventually begin producing some expla-

nation. The word “strange” gives us permission to notice oddities and things 

that initially seem not to fit. Strange, in this context, is not a judgmental 

term, but one denoting features of a subject that aren’t readily explainable. 

Where you locate something strange, you isolate something to figure out—

what makes it strange and why.

TRY THIS 1.3: NOTICE & FOCUS Fieldwork 

Try this exercise with a range of subjects: an editorial, the front page of a news-

paper, a website, a key paragraph from something you are reading, the style of 

a favorite writer, conversations overheard around campus, looking at people’s 

shoes, political speeches, a photograph, a cartoon, and so forth. (The speech 

bank at americanrhetoric.com is an excellent source.) Remember to include 

all three steps: notice, rank, and say why. 

Noticing and Rhetorical Analysis 

When you become attuned to noticing words and details rather than register-

ing general impressions, you inevitably focus not only on the message—what 

gets said—but on how it gets said. To notice how information is delivered is 

to focus on its rhetoric. To analyze the rhetoric of something is to assess how 

that something persuades or positions us as readers or viewers or listeners. 

Rhetorical analysis is an essential skill because it reveals how voices 

in the world are perennially seeking to enlist our support and shape our 

behavior.

Everything has a rhetoric, not just political speeches and not even 

just words: classrooms, churches, supermarkets, department store win-

dows, Starbucks, photographs, magazine covers, your bedroom, this book. 

Intention, by the way, is not the issue. It doesn’t matter whether the effect 

of a place or a piece of writing on its viewers (or readers) is deliberate and 

planned or not. What matters is that you can notice how the details of  

the thing itself encourage or discourage certain kinds of responses in the 

“consumers” of whatever it is you are studying. 
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What, for example, does the high ceiling of a Gothic cathedral invite in 

the way of response from people who enter it? How might the high ceilings 

make people feel about their places in the world? What do the raised plat-

form at the front of a classroom, and the tidy rows of desks secured to the 

floor, say to the students who enter there? 

To get you started on rhetorical analysis, here is a brief example on the 

layout of our college campus. 

The campus is laid out in several rows and quadrangles. It is interesting to observe 

where the different academic buildings are located relative to the academic 

departments they house. It is also interesting to see how the campus positions 

student housing. The campus is set up as a series of quadrangles— areas of space 

with four sides. One dormitory, for example, forms a quadrangle. Quadrangles 

invite people to look in, rather than out. They are enclosed spaces, the center of 

which is a kind of blank. The center serves as a shared space, a safely walled-off 

area for the development of a separate community. The academic buildings also 

form a quadrangle of sorts, with an open green space in the center. On one side 

of this quadrangle are the buildings that house the natural and social sciences. 

Opposite these—on the other side of a street that runs through the center of 

campus—are the modern brick and glass structures that house the arts and the 

humanities . . .

What might these details lead us to conclude about the rhetoric of the 

campus layout? 

■■ that the campus is inward-looking and self-enclosed

■■ that it invites its members to feel separate and safe

■■ that it announces the division of the sciences and the social sciences 

from the arts and humanities, arguably creating the sense of a divided 

community.

TRY THIS 1.4: Doing NOTICE & FOCUS with a Room

List a number of details about a room, then rank the three most important 

ones. Use as a focusing question any of the three “trigger” words: interesting, 

revealing, or strange. Or come up with your own focus for the ranking, such 

as the three aspects of the room that seem most to affect the way you feel and 

behave in the space. 

Doing Exploratory Writing in the Observation Stage: Freewriting 

What is especially useful about so-called “prewriting” strategies such as NOTICE 

& FOCUS is freedom—freedom to experiment without worrying about readers 

saying that you are wrong, freedom to just pay attention to what you notice 

and see where these observations might lead you. But NOTICE & FOCUS and other 

forms of listing can also arrest you in the list stage: you have your column of 

ranked observations, but now what? 
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The answer to that last question is to start writing consecutive sentences 

explaining why you found particular details especially interesting and reveal-

ing. Your goal at this stage is not to produce a finished paper, but to start 

some trains of thought on features of your subject that seem worth writing 

about. 

The name most often attached to this kind of exploratory writing—which 

can, by the way, happen at various points in the writing process, not just at 

the beginning—is “freewriting.” 

“How Do I Know What I Think Until I See What I Say?”  Freewriting 

is a method of arriving at ideas by writing continuously about a subject for a 

limited period of time without pausing to edit or revise. The rationale behind 

this activity can be understood through a well-known remark by the novelist 

E.M. Forster (regarding the “tyranny” of prearranging everything): “How do  

I know what I think until I see what I say?” Freewriting gives you the chance 

to see what you’ll say. 

The writer Anne Lamott writes eloquently (in Bird by Bird) about the cen-

sors we all hear as nasty voices in our heads that keep us from writing. These 

are the internalized voices of past critics whose comments have become 

magnified to suggest that we will never get it right. Freewriting allows us to 

tune out these voices long enough to discover what we might think. 

Freewriting opens up space for thinking by enabling us to catch different 

thoughts as they occur to us, without worrying prematurely about how to 

communicate these to a reader. The order in which ideas occur to us is not 

linear. Things rarely line up in a straight forward sequence. As we try to pur-

sue one thought, others press on our attention. The act of writing allows us to 

follow our mental trails and to experiment with alternate routes without los-

ing track of where we’ve been. Without writing, in all but the most carefully 

trained memories, the trails keep vanishing, sometimes leaving us stranded. 

Paper-writing requires you to develop ideas sequentially. Freewriting 

gives you the freedom to make sudden, often unanticipated leaps. These 

frequently take you from a bland, predictable statement to an insight. You 

learn what you think by seeing what you say. 

Freewriting seeks to remove what the rhetorician Peter Elbow saw as 

the primary cause of much poor writing: the writer’s attempt to conduct two 

essentially opposed activities—drafting and editing, inventing and arrang-

ing—at the same time. Freewriting helps you to separate these activities 

until you’ve generated enough material to actually be worth arranging for 

an audience. 

In general, only the most practiced analytical thinkers can arrive at their 

best ideas before they begin to write. The common observation, “I know what 

I want to say, I’m just having trouble getting it down on paper,” is a half-truth 

at best. Getting words on paper almost always alters your ideas, and leads 

you to discover thoughts you didn’t know you had. If you expect to have all 
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the answers before you begin to write, you are more likely to settle for rela-

tively superficial ideas. And when you try to conduct all of your thinking in 

your head, you may arrive at an idea but be unable to explain to your readers 

how you got there. 

When you make the shift from freewriting to writing a first draft, you 

may not—and most likely will not—have all of the answers, but you will 

waste significantly less time chasing ill-focused and inadequately considered 

ideas than might otherwise have been the case. 

The Rules for Freewriting  There aren’t many rules to freewriting. 

The first is: pick a concrete starting point. Find something specific to be 

interested in. NOTICE & FOCUS works well for locating that focus, as do “inter-

esting” and “strange.”

Write your focus at the top of the page—a few lines or a short list of 

details or a short passage. Then launch the freewrite from there. 

Commit to an allotted time in which you will write continuously. Ten 

minutes is a minimum. You may be surprised at how much you can find to 

say in this amount of time. The more you do freewriting, the better you will 

get at it, and the longer you will be able to go. 

Most importantly, keep your pen (or fingers on the keyboard) moving. 

Don’t reread as you go. Don’t pause to correct things. Don’t cross things 

out. Don’t quit when you think you have run out of things to say. Just keep 

writing. 

Move 3: Make the Implicit Explicit. Push 
Observations to Implications by ASKInG “SO WHaT?”

NOTICE & FOCUS, “interesting,” and “strange,” as well as freewriting—these moves 

aim to keep writers dwelling longer in the observation phase of analysis, to 

spend more time exploring and amassing data before they leap to making some 

kind of claim. It’s time now to shift our focus to the leap itself. 

One of the central activities and goals of analysis is to make explicit 

(overtly stated) what is implicit (suggested). When we do so, we are address-

ing such questions as “What follows from this?” and “If this is true, what else 

is true?” The pursuit of such questions—drawing out implications—moves 

our thinking and our writing forward.

MOVING FORWARD

Observation  So what?  Implications

Implications  So what?  Conclusions

This process of converting suggestions into direct statements is essential 

to analysis, but it is also the feature of analyzing that, among beginning writ-

ers, is least well understood. The fear is that, like the emperor’s new clothes, 
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implications aren’t really “there,” but are instead the phantasms of an over-

active imagination. “Reading between the lines” is the common and telling 

phrase that expresses this anxiety. Throughout this book, we will have more 

to say about the charge that analysis makes something out of nothing—the 

spaces between the lines rather than what is there in black and white. But 

for now, let’s look at a hypothetical example of this process of drawing out 

implications, to suggest not only how it’s done, but how often we do it in our 

everyday lives. 

Imagine that you are driving down the highway and find yourself analyz-

ing a billboard advertisement for a particular brand of beer. Such an analysis 

might begin with your noticing what the billboard photo contains, its various 

“parts”—six young, athletic-looking and scantily clad men and women drink-

ing beer while pushing kayaks into a fast-running river. If you were to stop 

at this point, you would have produced not an analysis but a summary—a 

description of what the photo contains. If, however, you went on to consider 

what the particulars of the photo imply, your summary would become more 

analytical. 

You might say, for example, that the photo implies that beer is the bev-

erage of fashionable, healthy, active people, not just of older men with large 

stomachs dozing in armchairs in front of the television. Thus, the adver-

tisement’s meaning goes beyond its explicit contents; your analysis would 

lead you to convert to direct statement meanings that are suggested but not 

overtly stated, such as the advertisement’s goal of attacking a common, neg-

ative stereotype about its product (that only fat, lazy, men drink beer). The 

naming of parts that you do in analysis is not an end unto itself, is not an 

exercise in making something out of nothing; it serves the purpose of allow-

ing you to better understand the nature of your subject. The implications of 

the “parts” you name are an important part of that understanding. 

The word “implication” comes from the Latin implicare, which means “to 

fold in.” The word “explicit” is in opposition to the idea of implication. It 

means “folded out.” An act of mind is required to take what is folded in and 

to fold it out for all to see. This process of drawing out implications is also 

known as making inferences. Inference and implication are related but not 

synonymous terms. The term implication describes something that might 

follow from the material itself. The term “inference” describes your thinking 

process. In short, you infer what the subject implies. 

PUSHING OBSERVATIONS TO CONCLUSIONS: ASKING “SO WHaT?”

	(shorthand for)

	What does the observation imply?

	Why does this observation matter?

	Where does this observation get us?

	�How can we begin to theorize the significance of the observation?
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ASKInG “SO WHaT?”

ASKInG “SO WHaT?” is a universal prompt for spurring the move from observation 

to implication and ultimately to interpretation. ASKInG “SO WHaT?”—or its milder 

cousin, “And so?”—is a calling to account, a way of pressing yourself to con-

front that essential question, “Why does this matter?” The tone of “So what?” 

can sound rude or at least brusque, but that directness can be liberating. Often 

writers will go to great lengths to avoid stating what they take something to 

mean. After all, that leaves them open to attack, they fear, if they get it wrong. 

But ASKInG “SO WHaT?” is a way of forcing yourself to take the plunge without 

too much hoopla. And when you are tempted to stop thinking too soon, ASKInG 

“SO WHaT?” will press you onward. 

ASKInG “SO WHaT?” in a Chain

Experienced analytical writers develop the habit of ASKInG “SO WHaT?” repeat-

edly. That is, they ask “So what?,” answer, and then ask “So what?” of that 

answer, and often keep going (see Figure 1.4). The repeated asking of this 

question causes writers to move beyond their first attempt to arrive at a claim. 

By sustaining their pursuit of implications, seasoned writers habitually 

reason in a chain rather than settling prematurely for a single link, as the 

next example illustrates. 

FIGURE 1.4

ASKInG “SO WHAT?”

1 Describe significant evidence

2
Begin to query your own observations by making what is implicit  

explicit

3
Push your observations and statements of implications to interpretive conclusions by again ASKING  

“SO WHaT?”

The following is the opening paragraph of a talk given by a professor of 

political science at our college, Dr. Jack Gambino, on the occasion of a gallery 

opening featuring the work of two contemporary photographers of urban and 

industrial landscapes. We have located in brackets our annotations of his 

turns of thought, as these pivot on “strange” and “So what?” (Note: images 

referred to in the example are available from Google Images—search for 

Camilo Vergara fern street 1988, and also for Edward Burtynsky.) 

If you look closely at Camilo Vergara’s photo of Fern Street, Camden, 1988, you’ll notice 

a sign on the side of a dilapidated building:

Danger: Men Working

W. Hargrove Demolition

Perhaps that warning captures the ominous atmosphere of these very different kinds 

of photographic documents by Camilo Vergara and Edward Burtynsky: “Danger: Men 
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Working.” Watch out—human beings are at work! But the work that is presented is not 

so much a building-up as it is a tearing-down—the work of demolition. [“strange”: 

tearing down is unexpected; writer asks “So what?” and answers] 

Of course, demolition is often necessary in order to construct anew: old buildings are 

leveled for new projects, whether you are building a highway or bridge in an American 

city or a dam in the Chinese countryside. You might call modernity itself, as so many 

have, a process of creative destruction, a term used variously to describe modern art, 

capitalism, and technological innovation. The photographs in this exhibit, however, 

force us to pay attention to the “destructive” side of this modern equation. [“strange”: 

photos emphasize destruction and not creation; writer asks “So what?” 

and answers] 

What both Burtynsky and Vergara do in their respective ways is to put up a warning 

sign—they question whether the reworking of our natural and social environment 

leads to a sustainable human future. And they wonder whether the process of creative 

destruction may not have spun recklessly out of control, producing places that are 

neither habitable nor sustainable. In fact, a common element connecting the two 

photographic versions is the near absence of people in the landscape. [writer points 

to supporting feature of evidence, about which he will further theorize] 

While we see the evidence of the transforming power of human production on the 

physical and social environment, neither Vergara’s urban ruins nor Burtynsky’s industrial 

sites actually show us “men working.” [writer continues to move by noticing 

strange absence of people in photographs of sites where men work] Isolated 

figures peer suspiciously out back doors or pick through the rubble, but they appear 

out of place. [writer asks a final “So what?” and arrives at a conclusion] It is 

this sense of displacement—of human beings alienated from the environments they 

themselves have created—that provides the most haunting aspect of the work of these 

two photographers. 

The Gambino opening is a good example of how ASKInG “SO WHaT?” gen-

erates forward momentum for the analysis. Notice the pattern by which 

the paragraph moves: the observation of something strange, about which 

the writer asks and answers “So what?” several times until arriving at a 

final “So what?”—the point at which he decides what his observations ulti-

mately mean. We call the final “So what?” in this chain of thinking the 

ultimate “So what?” because it moves from implications to the writer’s 

culminating point. 

TRY THIS 1.5: Track the “So What?” Question 

The aim of this exercise is to sensitize you to the various moves a writer 

makes when he or she presents and analyzes information. Locate any piece 

of analytical prose—perhaps an article from Arts & Letters Daily online (aldaily 

.com)—and identify in the margins the writer’s moves as we have done for the 

Gambino example.
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