
The fourteenth edition of  The Little, Brown Handbook continues to address 
both the current and the recurrent writing needs of  students and teachers. 
This textbook is actually many guides in one. It serves as a reference to, 
among other things, academic writing, research writing, documentation, 
writing as a process, media literacy, and usage, grammar, and punctuation.

For students, this textbook is an essential reference tool, designed to help 
them find the answers they need quickly and easily. For teachers, it is designed 
to support the different roles they serve, from writing coach and mentor to 
research guide, editor, and reader. 

New and Updated in This Edition

• Included in the text are 90 new samples of  student papers on issues 
attuned to student interests.  Examples of  these student papers include 
critical analyses of  text, informative essays, literary research papers, critical 
analyses of  visuals, and lab reports in the Council of  Science Editors style. 

• All model papers and sample citations in the text have been updated to 
align with the eighth edition of  the Modern Language Association Handbook 
and the seventeenth edition of  the Chicago Manual documentation styles. 

• Chapter 48, on writing about literature, is new to this edition. It follows 
a student as she reads, responds to, and writes about The Country of  the 
Pointed Firs, a novel by Sarah Orne Jewett. 

• Throughout the handbook, hundreds of  new and revised examples 
and exercises clarify grammar rules, highlight common errors, and test 
important concepts.

This is a special edition of an established title widely used by colleges and 
universities throughout the world. Pearson published this exclusive edition 
for the benefit of students outside the United States and Canada. If you 
purchased this book within the United States or Canada, you should be aware 
that it has been imported without the approval of the Publisher or Author.
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Preface
The Little, Brown Handbook always addresses both the current and 
the recurrent needs of writing students and teachers. This edition is 
no exception. Writing and its teaching change continuously, and the 
handbook has changed substantially in content. At the same time, 
much about writing does not change, and the handbook remains a 
comprehensive, clear, and accessible guide to a host of writing situ-
ations and challenges.

What’s new in the 14th edition
As a new author on this edition, I have made revisions guided by 
reviewer feedback and by my own experience teaching college writ-
ing in online and face-to-face classrooms. Students today read and 
write using their medium of choice: the mobile phone. I have made 
revisions throughout the book to speak to student experience and 
needs, while respecting the longstanding effectiveness of The Little, 
Brown Handbook. 

New sample student papers: All of the student samples in the 
book, from short works in progress to complete papers, are new to 
this edition. More than 90 student samples are included. The topics 
and sources used in these new sample papers are timely and attuned 
to student interests.

• Sample informative essay on funding for college athletics 
(Chapter 2)

• Sample essay responding to a reading, “Is Google Making Us 
Stupid?” by Nicholas Carr (Chapter 3)

• Sample critical analysis of a text, analyzing an essay on selfies 
from Psychology Today (Chapter 7)

• Sample critical analysis of a visual: a Web advertisement for 
Savethefood.com (Chapter 7)

• Sample proposal argument on online courses (Chapter 9)
• Sample research paper in MLA style, on sustainable agriculture 

(Chapter 47)
• Sample literary research paper in MLA style, on Rachel by Ange-

lina Weld Grimké (Chapter 47)
• Sample literary analysis paper in MLA style, on The Country of 

the Pointed Firs by Sarah Orne Jewett (Chapter 48)
• Sample research paper in APA style, on perceptions of mental 

illness on college campuses (Chapter 50)
• Sample lab report in CSE style, on caterpillar self-defense 

(Chapter 51)

3
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4 Preface

New learning objectives and chapter architecture: Every 
chapter now begins with a list of learning objectives that help stu-
dents understand what they are expected to learn and do in each 
chapter. These objectives are written using language that reflects 
Bloom’s taxonomy of learning, and the objectives also align in many 
cases with the WPA Outcomes Statement for First-Year Composition. 
These learning objectives not only guide students, they also help 
instructors tasked with aligning course content with departmental 
or institutional outcomes statements for their courses.

Main sections of each chapter are aligned with the chapter 
learning objectives, reinforcing the active learning model built into 
the language of the objectives.

Updated documentation coverage: MLA published the 8th 
edition of its Handbook in 2016, and the Chicago Manual of Style 
was published in a new 17th edition late in 2017. All model papers 
and sample citations in the book have been updated to align with the 
new documentation styles.

New chapter on writing about literature. Chapter 48 is 
entirely new to this edition, and it follows a student as she reads, 
responds to, and writes about a novel, The Country of the Pointed 
Firs, by Sarah Orne Jewett.

New coverage of multimodal and online composing (Chap-
ter 5).

New coverage of composing for social media in workplace 
and public situations (Chapter 11).

New coverage and visual examples of database searches 
(Chapter 42).

A handbook for many purposes
The Little, Brown Handbook is actually many books in one. It is 
designed to support the different roles writing teachers serve, from 
writing coach and mentor, to research guide, editor, and reader.

A guide to academic writing
The handbook gives students a solid foundation in the goals and 

requirements of college writing.

• Chapter 6 on academic writing includes an overview of com-
mon academic genres, such as responses, critical analyses, 
arguments, informative and personal writing, and research 
papers and reports. The discussion highlights key features of 
each genre and points students to examples in the handbook.

• Eighteen examples of academic writing in varied genres appear 
throughout the handbook, among them a new critical analysis 
of an advertisement and a new social-science research report 
documented in APA style.

• With each of the sample papers, a summary box titled “The writ-
ing situation” gives an overview of the situation to which the 
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Preface 5

student responded—subject, purpose, audience, genre, and use 
of sources—thus connecting concepts with actual writing.

• Emphasizing critical analysis and writing, Chapter 7 on critical 
reading and writing includes two full-length opinion pieces as 
exercises in critical reading, a new advertisement with a stu-
dent’s analysis, a revised discussion of writing critically about 
texts and visuals, and a new critical analysis paper.

• Pulling together key material on academic integrity, Chapter 6 on 
academic writing and Chapter 44 on plagiarism discuss devel-
oping one’s own perspective on a topic, using and managing 
sources, and avoiding plagiarism. Other chapters throughout 
the handbook reinforce these important topics.

• Synthesis receives special emphasis wherever students might 
need help balancing their own and others’ views, such as in 
responding to texts and visuals.

• Parts 9 and 10 give students a solid foundation in research writing 
and writing in the disciplines (literature, other humanities, social 
sciences, natural and applied sciences), along with extensive cover-
age of documentation in MLA, Chicago, APA, and CSE styles.

A guide to research writing
With detailed advice, the handbook always attends closely to 

research writing. The discussion stresses using the library Web site 
as the gateway to finding sources, managing information, evaluating 
and synthesizing sources, integrating source material, and avoiding 
plagiarism.

• Coverage of the working bibliography groups sources by type, 
reflecting a streamlined approach to source material through-
out the handbook.

• The discussion of libraries’ Web sites covers various ways students 
may search for sources—catalog, databases, and research guides.

• A revised discussion of keywords and subject headings helps 
students develop and refine their search terms.

• A streamlined discussion of gathering information from sources 
stresses keeping accurate records of source material, marking 
borrowed words and ideas clearly, and using synthesis.

• A chapter on documenting sources explains key features of 
source documentation, defines the relationship between in-text 
citations and a bibliography, and presents pros and cons of bib-
liography software.

• To help students develop their own perspectives on their 
research subjects, the text advises asking questions, entering 
into dialog with sources, and presenting multiple views fairly 
and responsibly.

• The discussion of evaluating sources—library, Web, and social 
media—helps students discern purposes and distinguish between 
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6 Preface

reliable and unreliable sources. Case studies show the application 
of critical criteria to sample articles, Web documents, and a blog.

• The extensive chapter on avoiding plagiarism discusses deliber-
ate and careless plagiarism, shows examples of plagiarized and 
revised sentences, and gives updated advice about avoiding pla-
giarism with online sources.

• Two complete research papers illustrate MLA style. One of them 
is a paper-in-progress, following a student through the research 
process and culminating in an annotated essay on sustainable 
agriculture.

An updated guide to documentation
The extensive coverage of four documentation styles—MLA, 

Chicago, APA, and CSE—reflects each style’s latest version.

• Chapters for all four styles group sources by type, thus simpli-
fying the process of finding appropriate models and clarifying 
differences among print, database, Web, and other sources.

• Updated, annotated samples of key source types illustrate MLA 
and APA documentation, showing students how to find the bib-
liographical information needed to cite each type and highlight-
ing the distinctions among different source media.

• The chapter on MLA documentation reflects the new 8th edition 
of the MLA Handbook. In addition, the sample papers and other 
examples that show MLA have been updated to reflect the latest 
MLA guidelines.

• A complete social-science research report shows APA style in 
the context of student writing.

• The chapter on CSE documentation reflects the new 8th edition 
of Scientific Style and Format: The CSE Manual for Authors, Edi-
tors, and Publishers.

• For all styles, color highlighting makes authors, titles, dates, 
and other citation elements easy to grasp.

A guide to writing as a process
The handbook takes a practical approach to assessing the writ-

ing situation, generating ideas, developing the thesis statement, 
revising, and other elements of the writing process.

• An expanded discussion of thesis covers using the thesis state-
ment to preview organization.

• A reorganized presentation of drafting, revising, and editing dis-
tinguishes revising more clearly as a step separate from editing.

• A revised discussion of preparing a writing portfolio gives an 
overview of common formats and requirements.

• Chapter 4 on paragraphs offers new, relevant examples illustrating 
important concepts of coherence, organization, and development.

A01_FOWL1191_14_GE_FM.indd   6 23/08/22   8:41 AM



Preface 7

• A revised and streamlined chapter on presenting writing focuses 
on essential information related to document design, visuals 
and other media, writing for online environments, and oral pre-
sentations.

A guide to usage, grammar, and punctuation
The handbook’s core reference material reliably and concisely 

explains basic concepts and common errors, provides hundreds of 
annotated examples from across the curriculum, and offers frequent 
exercises (including end-of-part exercises that combine several kinds 
of problems).

• Throughout the handbook, revised explanations of grammar 
concepts and rules simplify the presentation and emphasize key 
material.

• Dozens of new and revised examples and exercises clarify and 
test important concepts.

• Two common trouble spots—sentence fragments and passive 
voice—are discussed in great detail and illustrated with examples.

• Examples in Part 8 on effective words show common short-
cuts of texting and other electronic communication and how to 
revise them for academic writing.

• Summary and checklist boxes provide quick-reference help 
with color highlighting to distinguish sentence elements.

A guide to visual and media literacy
The handbook helps students process nonverbal information 

and use it effectively in their writing.

• A student work-in-progress illustrates the process of analyzing 
an advertisement and culminates in a sample critical analysis.

• Detailed help with preparing or finding illustrations appears in 
Chapter 5 on presenting writing and Chapter 42 on finding sources.

• Thorough discussions of critically reading advertisements, 
graphs, and other visuals appear in Chapter 7 on critical read-
ing, Chapter 8 on reading arguments, and Chapter 43 on work-
ing with sources.

A guide for writing beyond the classroom
Chapter 11 on public writing extends the handbook’s usefulness 

beyond academic writing.

• Discussions of writing for social media encourage students 
to consider their potential audience now and in the future, 
whether they are writing to express themselves or to represent 
an organization.

• Updated coverage of writing a job application discusses cover 
letters, résumés, and professional online profiles.

A01_FOWL1191_14_GE_FM.indd   7 23/08/22   8:41 AM



8 Preface

A guide for culturally and linguistically diverse writers
In sections labeled Culture and Language, the handbook pro-

vides extensive rhetorical and grammatical help, with examples, for 
writers whose first language or dialect is not standard American 
English.

• Fully integrated coverage, instead of a separate section, means 
that students can find what they need without having to know 
which problems they do and don’t share with native SAE 
 speakers.

An accessible reference guide
The handbook is designed to be easy to use.

• Streamlined explanations and new explanatory headings make 
key information easier to find.

• A clean, uncluttered page design uses color and type clearly to 
distinguish parts of the book and elements of the pages.

• Color highlighting in boxes and on documentation models dis-
tinguishes important elements.

• Annotations on both visual and verbal examples connect prin-
ciples and illustrations.

• More than 160 boxes provide summaries and checklists of key 
information.

Supplements
Make more time for your students with instructor resources that offer 
effective learning assessments and classroom engagement. Pearson’s 
partnership with educators does not end with the delivery of course 
materials; Pearson is there with you on the first day of class and 
beyond. A dedicated team of local Pearson representatives will work 
with you to not only choose course materials but also integrate them 
into your class and assess their effectiveness. Our goal is your goal—
to improve instruction with each semester.

Pearson is pleased to offer the following resources to qualified 
adopters of The Little, Brown Handbook. These supplements are 
available to download from the Instructor Resource Center (IRC); 
please visit the IRC at www.pearsonglobaleditions.com to register 
for access.

• Instructor’s Resource Manual Create a comprehensive roadmap 
for teaching classroom, online, or hybrid courses. Designed 
for new and experienced instructors, the Instructor’s Resource 
Manual includes learning objectives, lecture and discussion 
suggestions, activities for in or out of class, research activities, 
participation activities, and suggested readings, series, and 
films.
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Preface 9

• PowerPoint Presentation Make lectures more enriching for students. 
The PowerPoint Presentation includes a full lecture outline and 
photos and figures from the textbook. Available on the IRC.

• The Little, Brown Handbook Answer Key provides answers to the 
handbook’s exercises.
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1 Assessing the Writing Situation

2 Discovering and Shaping Ideas

3 Drafting, Revising, and Editing

4 Writing and Revising Paragraphs

5 Presenting Writing

Part 1 

The Process of 
Writing

M01_FOWL1191_14_GE_P01.indd   11 01/09/22   12:36 PM



12

dev

1.1

Chapter 1

Assessing the Writing 
Situation

 Learning Objectives

 1.1 Describe writing as a process.

 1.2 Analyze the writing situation.

 1.3 Define and analyze your audience.

 1.4 Define your purpose.

 1.5 Choose and narrow a subject.

 1.6 Identify your genre and medium.

1.1 How Writing Happens
 1.1 Describe writing as a process.

Every time you sit down to write, you embark on a writing  process—
the term for all the activities, mental and physical, that go into cre-
ating what eventually becomes a finished piece of work. Even for 
experienced writers the process is often messy, which is one reason 
that it can be difficult. Though we may get a sense of flow and order-
liness from a published essay, we can safely assume that the writer 
had to work hard to achieve those qualities. Most good writers revise 
and rewrite several times as their ideas take shape.

No single writing process works for all writers in all situations. 
Even an individual writer may adapt his or her process to the task 
at hand. You may use one process for writing a personal essay for a 
blog and a different process for a formal research report. Still, most 
writers experience writing as a recursive process in which the fol-
lowing stages overlap and influence one another:

• Analyzing the writing situation: considering the audience,  purpose, 
subject, genre (type of writing), and other elements of a project.

• Discovering and planning: posing a question, gathering informa-
tion, focusing on a central theme, and organizing material.

• Drafting: answering the question and expressing and connect-
ing ideas.

• Revising: reconsidering the central question or idea, rethinking and 
improving content and organization, developing supporting ideas 
more thoroughly, and deleting unnecessary or tangential material.

• Editing: improving sentences and checking grammar, punctua-
tion, word choice, and presentation.

dev

1.1
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The writing situation 13
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1.1

1.2 The Writing Situation
 1.2  Analyze the writing situation.

Writing never happens in a vacuum. As a writer, you compose a 
project in response to some situation. For example, you may be 
asked to write a statement of purpose as part of an application to 
a college or degree program. You may need to write a cover letter 
to include with a résumé when you apply for a job. Or you may be 
assigned to write a lab report in a chemistry class. In each case, 
your writing responds to the needs of a specific writing situation 
(sometimes also called the rhetorical situation), and learning how 
to analyze a writing situation is an important skill.

dev

1.2

Analyzing the 
writing situation

Drafting Revising

Editing
Discovering

and planning

Figure 1.1 The writing process

Exercise 1.1 Starting a writing journal
Think about successful writing experiences you have had. Then think 
about contrasting experiences, where you felt stressed or challenged by 
a writing task. What do these experiences reveal to you about writing, 
particularly your successes and problems with it? Consider the follow-
ing questions:

Why are some writing tasks easier than others?
What stages of the writing process are you good at? Which stages chal-

lenge you? Why?
Do you have trouble finding ideas or expressing them?
Do you worry about grammar and spelling?
Do your readers usually understand what you mean?
Do you like to experiment with language?

Record your thoughts as part of a continuing journal (or blog) that tracks 
your experiences as a writer. As you complete writing assignments, keep 
adding to the journal, noting especially which strategies seem most help-
ful to you. Your aim is to reflect on your writing so that you can develop a 
dependable, repeatable writing process that works for you.

M01_FOWL1191_14_GE_P01.indd   13 01/09/22   12:36 PM



14 Assessing the writing situation

The main elements of a writing situation include the audience 
(who are you writing for?), your purpose (why are you writing?), 
your subject (what are you writing about?), and the genre and 
medium (what form will your writing take?). To analyze a writing 
situation, take some time to ask questions about your audience, pur-
pose, subject, genre, and medium, and consider how these elements 
interact with each other in the context of the situation as a whole.

Audience
• Who will read your writing? Will your readers be interested in 

your writing or not? If not, how can you make your writing 
interesting to them?

• What do your readers already know and think about your subject? 
What characteristics—such as education or political views—
might influence their response?

• Where and when will your audience encounter your writing? Busy 
professionals in a workplace setting may have very different 
needs as readers than, say, a friend reading a personal narrative 
for enjoyment.

• How should you project yourself in your writing? What role should 
you play in relation to your readers, and what information should 
you provide? How informal or formal should your writing be?

• What do you want readers to do or think after they read your writ-
ing? How will you know if your writing has successfully con-
nected with your audience?

Purpose
• What aim does your assignment specify? For instance, does it ask 

you to explain a process or argue a position?

dev

1.2 Audience

Subject

Genre and
medium

Purpose

Figure 1.2 The elements of the writing situation
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The writing situation 15

• Why are you writing? What do you need to achieve in your writ-
ing? Are you writing to fulfill an assignment, to express yourself, 
to provide information, to argue a case, or to propose a solution?

• What do you want your work to accomplish? What effect do you 
intend it to have on readers?

Subject
• What does your writing assignment require you to write about? If 

you don’t have a specific assignment, what subjects might be 
appropriate for the situation?

• What interests you about the subject? What do you already know 
about it? What questions do you have about it?

• What kinds of evidence will best suit your subject, purpose, audi-
ence, and genre? What combination of facts, examples, and 
expert opinions will support your ideas?

• Does your assignment require research? Will you need to consult 
sources or conduct interviews, surveys, or experiments?

• Even if research is not required, what information do you need to 
develop your subject? How will you obtain it?

Genre and medium
• What genre, or type of writing, does the assignment call for? Are 

you to write an analysis, a report, a proposal, or some other 
type? Or are you free to choose a genre in which to write?

• What are the conventions of the genre you are using? For example, 
readers might expect a claim supported by evidence, a solution to 
a defined problem, clear description, or easy-to-find information.

• What medium will you use to present your writing? Will you 
deliver it on paper, online, or orally? What does the presentation 
method require in terms of preparation time, special skills, and 
use of technology?

• What are the basic requirements of the writing task? Consider 
requirements for length, deadline, subject, purpose, audience, 
and genre. What leeway do you have?

• What format or method of presentation does the assignment spec-
ify or imply? Does the situation call for a written essay, or can 
you use a slide presentation or other visual media?

• How might you use illustrations, video, and other media to achieve 
your purpose? 

• What documentation style should you use to cite your sources?

dev

1.2

Exercise 1.2 Analyzing a writing situation
The following writing project was assigned in a course in writing for the 
workplace. What does the assignment specify about the elements of the 
writing situation? What does it imply? Given this assignment, how would 
you answer the preceding questions about the writing situation?
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16 Assessing the writing situation
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1.3

Assignment: Write a short informative report. Your report should 
present an answer to this question: What types of writing do people in 
my field produce? Your audience for the report is other students in your 
field. Your report should cite at least three sources and include at least 
two visual elements (sample documents, photos, icons, charts, or other 
graphic elements). Your report can be delivered in one of three formats. 
You have the option of delivering a written memo report (two to three 
pages in length), a slide presentation (six to ten slides, with presenter 
notes to represent the “speaking script” you would use to deliver the 
report to a live audience), or an infographic.

1.3  Audience
 1.3  Define and analyze your audience.

Your audience will often be specified or implied in a writing assign-
ment. When you write an editorial for the student newspaper, your 
audience consists of other students at your school. When you write 
a report on a physics experiment, your audience consists of your 
physics instructor and perhaps your classmates. Considering the 
needs and expectations of your readers can help you form or focus 
a question about your subject, gather answers to the question, and 
ultimately decide what to say and how to say it.

1.3.1 Knowing what readers expect
As a reader yourself, you know what readers expect from writing:

• Context: a link between what they read and their own knowl-
edge and experiences.

• Predictability: an understanding of the writer’s purpose and how 
it is being achieved.

• Information: the specific facts, examples, and other details that 
make the subject clear, interesting, and convincing.

• Respect: a sense that the writer respects their values and beliefs, 
their backgrounds, and their intelligence.

• Voice: a sense that the writer is a real person whose thoughts 
and values are expressed in the writing.

• Readability, clarity, and correctness: writing that is organized, 
focused, and free of unnecessary stumbling blocks and mistakes.

For much academic and public writing, readers have definite 
needs and expectations. In other areas where the conventions of 
structure and presentation are less well defined, for example in 
blogs or personal essays, your choices are even more numerous. 
The following questions can help you define and analyze your audi-
ence in order to make more informed choices.
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1.3.2 Expressing your voice
Your sense of your audience will influence three key elements of 
what you write:

• The specific information you use to gain and keep the attention of read-
ers and to guide them to accept your conclusions. This information 

Questions about audience
Identity and expectations
• Who are my readers?
• What are my readers’ expectations for the genre of my writing? Do 

they expect features such as a particular organization and  format, dis-
tinctive kinds of evidence, or a certain style of documenting sources?

• What do I want readers to know or do after reading my work? 
How should I make that clear to them?

• How should I project myself to readers? How formal or informal 
will they expect me to be? What role and tone should I assume?

Characteristics, knowledge, and attitudes
• What characteristics of readers are relevant for my subject and 

purpose? For instance:

Age and sex
Occupation: students, professional colleagues, etc.
Social or economic role: subject-matter experts, voters, car buyers, 

potential employers, etc.
Economic or educational background
Ethnic background
Political, religious, or moral beliefs and values
Hobbies or activities

• How will the characteristics of readers influence their attitudes 
toward my subject?

• What do readers already know and not know about my subject? 
How much do I have to tell them? What aspects of my subject will be 
interesting and relevant to them?

• How should I handle any specialized terms? Will readers know 
them? If not, should I define them or avoid them?

• What ideas, arguments, or information might surprise, excite, or 
offend readers? How should I handle these points?

• What misconceptions might readers have of my subject and/or 
my approach to it? How can I dispel these misconceptions?

Uses and format
• What will readers do with my writing? Should I expect them to 

read every word from beginning to end, to scan for information, to 
look for conclusions? Can I help readers by providing a summary, 
headings, illustrations, or other aids?
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may consist of concrete details, facts, examples, or other evidence 
that makes your ideas clear, supports your assertions, and suits 
your readers’ needs. The evidence may come from your experi-
ence or from outside sources.

• The role you choose to play in relation to your readers. Depend-
ing on your purpose and your attitude toward your topic, you 
will want readers to perceive you in a certain way. The possible 
roles are many and varied—for instance, scholar, storyteller, 
lecturer, guide, reporter, advocate, inspirer.

• The tone you use. Tone in writing is like tone of voice in speak-
ing: words and sentence structures on the page convey some 
of the same information as pitch and volume in the voice. 
Depending on your aims and what you think your readers will 
expect and respond to, your tone may be formal or informal. 
The attitude you convey may be serious or light, forceful or 
calm, irritated or cheerful.

These three elements contribute to what’s often called voice: 
your projection of yourself into the writing. Your voice conveys 
your sense of the world as it applies to the particular writing situa-
tion: this subject, this purpose, this audience. Voice can vary quite 
a bit from one writing situation to another, as the following memos 
illustrate. Both were written by a student who worked part-time in 
a small company and wanted to get the company to recycle paper. 
But the two memos address different readers.

To coworkers
Ever notice how much paper collects in your 
trash basket every day? Well, most of it can be 
recycled with little effort, I promise. Basically, all 
you need to do is set a bag or box near your desk 
and deposit wastepaper in it. I know, space is 
cramped in these little cubicles. But can’t we all 
accept a little more crowding when the earth’s at 
stake? . . .

To management
In my four months here, I have observed that all 
of us throw out baskets of potentially recyclable 
paper every day. Considering the drain on our 
forest resources and the pressure on landfills that 
paper causes, we could make a valuable contri-
bution to the environmental movement by help-
ing to recycle the paper we use. At the company 
where I worked before, employees separate clean 
wastepaper from other trash at their desks. The 
maintenance staff collects trash in two receptacles, 
and the trash hauler (the same one we use here) 
makes separate pickups. I do not know what the 
hauler charges for handling recyclable material. . . .

Voice: a peer who is thought-
ful, cheerful, and sympathetic

Information: how employees 
could handle recycling; no 
mention of costs

Tone: informal, personal 
(Ever notice; Well; you; I know, 
space is cramped)

Role: colleague

Voice: a subordinate who is 
thoughtful, responsible, and 
serious

Information: specific rea-
sons; view of company as a 
whole; reference to another 
company; problem of cost

Tone: formal, serious 
 (Considering the drain; forest 
resources; valuable contribu-
tion; no you)

Role: employee
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1.4 Purpose
 1.4 Define your purpose.

When you write, your purpose is your chief reason for communicating 
something about a topic to a particular audience. Purpose connects 
the specific situation in which you are working to the goal you hope to 
achieve. It is your answer to a potential reader’s question, “So what?”

The general purposes for writing
• To entertain readers
• To express your feelings or ideas
• To explain something to readers (exposition)
• To persuade readers to accept or act on your opinion (argument)

Exercise 1.3 Considering audience
Choose one of the following subjects and, for each audience specified, ask 
the questions about audience (above). Decide on four points you would 
make, the role you would assume, and the tone you would adopt for each 
audience. Then write a paragraph for each based on your decisions.

1. The pros and cons of single-use plastic bottles: for those seeking  
a ban and for those who are in favor of their use

2. Cancel culture on social media: for those who support calling out 
and for those who think it is unfair

3. Global warming: for those that see it as an immediate threat and for 
those who deny climate change

Exercise 1.4  Considering your past work: Writing  
for a specific audience

How did audience figure in a piece of writing you’ve done in the recent 
past—perhaps an essay for an application or a paper for a course? Who 
were your readers? How did your awareness of them influence your 
voice? At what point in the writing process did you find it most produc-
tive to consider your readers consciously?

Exercise 1.5 Analyzing the audience for your essay
Use the questions about audience (above) to determine as much as you 
can about the probable readers of your informative report (Exercise 1.2). 
What might be an appropriate voice for your writing? What specific 
information will your readers need? What role do you want to assume? 
What tone will best convey your attitude toward your topic?
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1.4.1 Defining a general purpose
Your purpose may fall into one of four general categories: entertain-
ment, self-expression, explanation, or persuasion. These purposes may 
overlap in a single piece of writing, but usually one predominates. The 
dominant purpose will influence your particular slant on your topic, 
the supporting details you choose, and even the words you use.

In college or public writing, by far the most common purposes 
are explanation and persuasion:

• Writing that is mainly explanatory and informative is often called expo-
sition (from a Latin word meaning “to explain or set forth”). Using 
examples, facts, and other evidence, you present an idea about 
your subject so that readers understand it as you do. Almost any 
subject is suitable for exposition: how to pitch a knuckleball, why 
you want to major in business, the implications of a new discov-
ery in genetics, the interpretation of a short story, the causes of an 
economic slump. Exposition is the kind of writing encountered 
most often in newspapers, magazines, and textbooks.

• Writing that is primarily persuasive is often called argument. Using 
examples, facts, and other evidence, you support your position 
on a debatable subject so that readers will at least consider 
your view and perhaps agree with it or act on it. A newspaper 
editorial favoring more bike lanes, a business proposal for a 
new hiring policy, a student paper recommending more foreign 
language courses or defending a theory about human psycho-
logical development—all these are arguments.

1.4.2 Defining a specific purpose
A writing assignment will often specify or imply both a general 
and a specific purpose. Say, for instance, that a psychology teacher 
assigns a review of the research on infants’ perception of color. You 
know that the purpose is generally to explain and, more specifically, 
to summarize and analyze the established research on the subject. 
You want readers to understand the current state of the investiga-
tion into the subject. In addition, you want your instructor to see 
that you can competently read and write about others’ work.

Here are more examples of specific purposes:

To explain the methods and results of an engineering experiment so 
that readers understand and accept your conclusions

To explain the reasons for a new policy on technology use in classrooms 
so that students understand why the guidelines are needed

To persuade readers to support the college administration’s plan for 
more required courses

With any writing assignment, try to define your specific pur-
pose as soon as you have formed a question about your subject. 
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Don’t worry if you feel uncertain of your purpose at the start. Some-
times you may not discover your purpose until you begin drafting, 
or you may find that your initial sense of purpose changes as you 
move through the writing process.

Exercise 1.6 Finding purpose in assignments
For each of the topics in Exercise 1.3, suggest a likely general purpose 
(entertainment, self-expression, explanation, persuasion) and try to 
define a specific purpose as well.

Exercise 1.7  Considering your past work: Defining  
a purpose

Look over two or three things you’ve written in the past year or so. What 
was your specific purpose in each one? How did the purpose influence 
your writing? Did you achieve your purpose?

Exercise 1.8 Defining a purpose for your essay
For your informative report, use your thinking so far about your subject 
(Exercise 1.2) to define a general and specific purpose for your writing.

1.5 Subject
 1.5 Choose and narrow a subject.

For most college writing, you will write in response to an assign-
ment. The assignment may specify your subject, or it may leave the 
choice to you. Whether the subject is assigned or not, it will prob-
ably need thought if it is to achieve these aims:

• The subject should be suitable for the assignment.
• It should be neither too general nor too limited for the length of 

the project and the deadline assigned.
• It should be something that interests you and that you are willing to 

learn more about.

1.5.1 Responding to a specific assignment
Many assignments will set boundaries for your subject. For instance, 
you might be asked to discuss what makes psychotherapy effective, 
to prepare a lab report on a physics experiment, or to analyze a char-
acter in a short story.

Such assignments may seem to leave little room for you to 
move around, but in fact you’ll have several questions to answer:

• What’s wanted from you? Writing assignments often contain 
words such as discuss, describe, analyze, report, interpret, explain, 
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define, argue, and evaluate. These words specify your approach 
to your subject, the kind of thinking expected, your general pur-
pose, and even the form your writing should take.

• For whom are you writing? Many assignments will specify or 
imply your readers, but sometimes you will have to figure out for 
yourself who your audience is and what they expect from you.

• What kind of research is required, if any? Sometimes an assignment 
specifies the kinds of sources you are expected to consult, and 
you can use such information to choose your subject. (If you are 
unsure whether research is required, check with your instructor.)

1.5.2 Responding to a general assignment
Some assignments specify features such as length and amount of 
research, but they leave the choice of subject entirely to you. Others 
are somewhat more focused—for instance, “Respond to a reading 
assigned in this course” or “Discuss a proposal for solving a local 
social problem”—but still give you much leeway in choosing a par-
ticular reading or a particular proposal. To find your approach, con-
sider your own experiences or interests:

• What subject do you already know something about or have you 
been wondering about? Athletic scholarships? Unemployment in 
your town?

• Have you recently disagreed with someone over a substantial issue? 
The change in relations between men and women? The cost of 
health insurance?

• What have you read or seen lately? A fascinating book? A violent 
or funny movie? An effective Web advertisement or television 
commercial?

• What topic in the reading or class discussion for a course has  in-
trigued you? An economic issue such as taxes? A psychological 
problem such as depression?

• What makes you especially happy or especially angry? A volunteer 
activity? The behavior of your neighbors?

• Which of your own or others’ dislikes and preferences would you 
like to understand better? The demand for hybrid cars? The deci-
sion to become a vegetarian?

Once you have a subject, you’ll also need to answer the questions in 
the bulleted list on specific assignments.

1.5.3  Narrowing a subject to a question
Let’s say you’ve decided to write about social media or about a char-
acter in a short story. You’ve got a subject, but it’s still broad, wor-
thy of a lengthy article if not a whole book. For a relatively brief 
paper, you’ll need a narrow focus in order to provide the specific 
details that make writing significant and interesting—all within the 
required length and deadline.
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One helpful technique for narrowing a subject is to ask focused 
questions about it, seeking one that seems appropriate for your 
assignment and that promises to sustain your interest throughout 
the writing process. The following examples illustrate how ques-
tioning can scale down broad subjects to specific subjects that are 
limited and manageable:

Broad subjects Specific subjects
Social media What draws people to social media?

How do sites like Snapchat or Instagram alter the 
ways people interact?

What privacy protections should the sites provide 
for users?

Mrs. Mallard in 
Kate Chopin’s 
“The Story of 
an Hour”

What changes does Mrs. Mallard undergo?
Why does Mrs. Mallard respond as she does to 

news of her husband’s death?
What does the story’s irony contribute to the 

 character of Mrs. Mallard?

Lincoln’s  
weaknesses  
as President

What was Lincoln’s most significant error as 
 commander-in-chief of the Union army?

Why did Lincoln delay emancipating the slaves?
Why did Lincoln have difficulties controlling his 

cabinet?

Federal aid 
to college 
students

Which students should be entitled to federal aid?
How adequate are the kinds of federal aid available 

to college students?
Why should the federal government aid college 

students?

As these examples illustrate, your questions should not lend them-
selves to yes-or-no answers but should require further thinking.

Here are some guidelines for posing questions:

• Reread the assignment. Consider what it tells you about purpose, 
audience, genre, sources, length, and deadline.

• Pursue your interests. If questions don’t come easily, try freewrit-
ing or brainstorming or use a tree diagram.

• Ask as many questions as you can think of.
• Test the question that seems most interesting and appropriate by 

roughly sketching out the main ideas. Consider how many para-
graphs or pages of specific facts, examples, and other details 
you would need to pin those ideas down. This thinking should 
give you at least a vague idea of how much work you’d have to 
do and how long the resulting paper might be.

• Break a too-broad question down further, and repeat the previous 
step.

Don’t be discouraged if the perfect question does not come eas-
ily or early. You may find that you need to do some planning and 
writing, exploring different facets of the general subject and pursuing 
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your specific interests, before you hit on the best question. And the 
question you select may require further narrowing or may shift sub-
tly or even dramatically as you move through the writing process.dev

1.6

Exercise 1.9 Narrowing subjects
Following are some general writing assignments. Use the given informa-
tion and your own interests to pose specific questions for three of these 
assignments.

1. For a writing course, consider how YouTube is altering the experi-
ence of popular culture. Length: three pages. Deadline: one week.

2. For a course in sociology, research and analyze the effects of a 
proposed immigration policy. Length: unspecified. Deadline: four 
weeks.

3. For a writing course, read and respond to an essay in a text you are 
using. Length: three pages. Deadline: two weeks.

4. For a government course, consider possible term limits on legisla-
tors. Length: five pages. Deadline: two weeks.

5. For a letter to the editor of the town newspaper, describe the effects 
of a proposed new power plant on your community. Length: two 
pages. Deadline: unspecified.

Exercise 1.10  Considering your past work: Choosing 
and narrowing a subject

Think of something you’ve recently written—perhaps an application 
essay, a business report, or a term paper. How did your subject evolve 
from beginning to end? In retrospect, was it appropriate for your writ-
ing situation? How, if at all, might it have been modified?

Exercise 1.11  Choosing and narrowing a subject  
for your essay

As the first step in developing a three- to four-page essay for the instruc-
tor and the other students in your writing course, choose a subject and 
narrow it. Use the guidelines in the previous section to come up with a 
question that is suitably interesting, appropriate, and specific.

1.6 Genre and Medium
 1.6 Identify your genre and medium.

Writers use familiar genres, or types of writing, to express their ideas. 
A genre is a pattern or form that is commonly used by writers in 
a particular situation. For example, in college you will be asked to 
write in a wide range of genres such as analyses, lab reports, reviews, 
proposals, oral presentations, even blog posts. In a workplace setting, 
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writing situations often call for genres like reports, memos, and 
proposals.

A genre is the conventional form that writing takes in a cer-
tain context. In academic writing, genre conventions help to further 
the aims of the disciplines; for instance, the features of a lab report 
emphasize the procedures, results, and conclusion that are impor-
tant in scientific investigation. The conventions also help to improve 
communication because the writer knows what readers expect and 
readers can predict what they will encounter in the writing. Sup-
pose your instructor assigns an argument essay and asks classmates 
to read one another’s drafts. As you approach one paper titled “Ani-
mal Rights,” you expect the essay to contain the conventional ele-
ments of argument: an introduction, a main claim or thesis about 
animal rights, paragraphs that develop that claim with evidence, 
and a conclusion. When the draft meets your expectations in these 
respects, you can settle into its substance. However, if instead of an 
argument you find a funny narrative about the writer’s dog, your 
thwarted expectations will throw off your response. Searching for 
the argument, you might even miss the humor in the story.

When you receive a writing assignment, be sure to understand 
any requirements relating to genre:

• Is a specific genre being assigned? An assignment that asks you 
to write an analysis, an argument, or a report has specified the 
genre for you to use. In contrast, an assignment that asks you 
to write for the purpose of recruiting new members to a club 
leaves the choice of genre up to you—perhaps a flyer to post on 
campus, a brochure to hand out in the cafeteria, an e-mail mes-
sage, or a Facebook post.

• What are the conventions of the genre? Your instructor and/or 
your textbook will probably outline the requirements for you. 
You can also learn about a genre by reading samples of it.

• What flexibility do you have? Within their conventions, most 
genres still allow room for your own approach and voice. Again, 
reading samples will show you much about your options.

Closely related to genre is the concept of medium. Medium 
refers to the technology or platform you might use to present a spe-
cific genre. For example, a proposal (genre) might be presented in 
the form of a written essay, a slide presentation, or an online video. 
Your choice of medium should be determined by the needs of the 
audience and by the other elements in the writing situation.

• Is a medium being assigned? Sometimes an assignment will 
specify that you deliver a project in a medium. You may be 
asked, for example, to deliver a proposal in the medium of a 
slide presentation.

• What does your audience expect? If your audience expects a for-
mal written report, you may not want to deliver your project in 
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the medium of a comic video. In other situations, your audi-
ence may welcome a more casual or innovative use of medium.

• What flexibility do you have? In some writing situations, you may 
have a choice of medium. You might decide, for example, that a 
process explanation showing nursing students how to insert an 
IV line would be better delivered as a video than as a detailed 
set of written instructions.
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Exercise 1.13  Considering your past work:  
Analyzing genre

Look over two or three things you’ve recently written, such as an appli-
cation essay, a report, an essay for class, or a letter of complaint. Can 
you identify the genre of each piece? How does what you wrote meet 
your readers’ expectations for the genre? How does your writing change 
from one genre to another?

Exercise 1.12 Thinking about genre
Following is a list of writing genres in no particular order. You should be 
familiar with most of them even if you haven’t studied or written in them.

personal essay blog post
video presentation memoir
oral report written report
letter to the editor slide presentation

For each of the following subject-audience pairs, suggest one of the 
above genres that might be appropriate and explain why you think its 
features would work.

1. Subject: your memories of learning to read. Audience: your writing class.
2. Subject: state laws against texting while driving. Audience: sixteen- 

year-olds.
3. Subject: a new cyberbullying policy on your campus. Audience: 

students on your campus.
4. Subject: the carbon footprint of dogs. Audience: people in your city.
5. Subject: results of a survey on dating behavior on your campus. 

Audience: a psychology class.

Exercise 1.14  Determining the medium for  
your project

Exercise 1.2 includes an assignment for an informative report with three 
options for the choice of medium (memo report, slide presentation, 
or infographic). Use your thinking so far about the audience, purpose, 
and subject of your report to make a decision about which medium you 
would choose. Why did you make that choice? What expectations do 
readers have for a project in that medium?
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Chapter 2 

Discovering and  
Shaping Ideas

 Learning Objectives

 2.1 Use invention strategies to discover ideas.

 2.2 Develop a thesis.

 2.3 Organize ideas.

2.1 Invention
 2.1 Use invention strategies to discover ideas.

Many college writing projects ask you to address a significant ques-
tion related to your subject. For some projects, you may have little 
difficulty finding something substantial to say. But when you’re 
stuck for ideas, you’ll have to get your mind working to coax out 
serious and interesting thoughts.

The following pages describe strategies for discovering ideas. 
These methods are to be selected from, not followed in sequence: 
some may help you during early stages of the writing process, even 
before you’re sure of your topic; others may help you later on; and 
one or two may not help at all. Give yourself ample time with the 
strategies, experimenting to discover which ones work best for you.

Whatever discovery techniques you use, do your work in writ-
ing, not just in your head. Your work will then be retrievable, and 
the act of writing will help you concentrate and lead you to fresh, 
sometimes surprising, insights.

Discovering
and planning

Analyzing the 
writing situation

Drafting Revising

Editing

Figure 2.1 Discovering and planning
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2.1.1 Reading
Many assignments require you to respond to reading or to con-
sult texts as sources for your writing. But even when reading is not 
required, it can help you locate or develop a subject by introducing 
you to new ideas or by expanding on what you already know.

For example, say you were writing in favor of amateur athlet-
ics, a subject to which you had given a lot of thought. You might 
be inclined to proceed entirely on your own, drawing on facts, 
examples, and opinions already in your head. But a little digging in 
sources might suggest new ideas. For instance, an article in Sports 
Illustrated could explain recent lawsuits about payment of college 
athletes, or a comment on a blog could suggest an argument in 
favor of amateurism that hadn’t occurred to you. Remember: when-
ever you use the information or ideas of others in your writing, you 
must acknowledge your sources in order to avoid the serious offense 
of plagiarism.
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Techniques for discovering a subject
• Read
• Keep a journal
• Observe your surroundings
• Freewrite
• Brainstorm
• Mind map
• Use the journalist’s questions
• Use the patterns of development

Often you will be given an assignment that asks you to use a text 
or texts in your writing. In a composition course, Erica Vela’s instruc-
tor distributed “Is Google Making Us Stupid?” in which Nicholas Carr 
analyzes the effects of the Internet on reading and the human mind. 
The instructor’s assignment calls for a response to reading.

Culture and language
Reading books originally written in your native language and then 
 translated into English can be an interesting experience. Often, you 
 wonder whether the book was poorly written in the first place or was 
it simply badly translated. Try comparing a popular fiction or nonfiction 
book written in your native language alongside its English translation. 
Does the translation convey the same meaning? How does the translation  
impact your understanding? How true to the original is the translated 
version?
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Instructor’s assignment
Nicholas Carr poses a question: “Is Google Making Us Stupid?” Carr 
argues that the Internet is changing the way we read and process infor-
mation. He describes his own experience as a reader using a colorful 
metaphor: “Once I was a scuba diver in the sea of words. Now I zip along 
the surface like a guy on a Jet Ski.” The Internet, in short, is turning us 
into superficial readers who lack the capacity for sustained, deep engage-
ment. As a college student, how do you respond to Carr’s argument? 
How does the Internet affect the way you read? How does the Internet 
also affect your learning process and your interactions with other people?

To respond to Carr’s essay, Vela had to digest its argument. On first 
reading the essay, she had found it convincing because Carr’s descrip-
tion matched her own experience: she noticed her own tendency to 
get distracted when reading online. After rereading the essay, however, 
Vela was not persuaded that the picture was as dark as Carr suggests. 
She began to think of many benefits that come from reading online, 
and she began to develop her own angle on the topic in her journal.

Student’s journal entry
Carr makes some excellent points. The Internet is absolutely changing the way I 
read and the way that I process information. It seems like I used to be able to read 
entire books in a single sitting, but now I struggle to read more than twenty pages 
at a time. Plus, I can’t concentrate very well if I’m logged on the Internet. I tend to 
jump from Web site to Web site, constantly stimulating my brain with new informa-
tion. However, I do see a benefit—especially as a college student. I’ve never set 
foot in the university library. I can complete my research through the online data-
base, accessing scholarship from across the globe. I’ve also taken multiple online 
classes where I’ve interacted with my professors and classmates through video 
calls and online collaboration. I appreciate all the benefits of the Internet, but 
sometimes I miss curling up with a good book, too.

When you read for ideas, you need to be active, probing the text 
and illustrations with your mind, nurturing any sparks they ignite. 
Always write while you read, taking notes on content and—just as 
important—on what the content makes you think.

2.1.2 Keeping a journal
A journal is a place to record your responses, thoughts, and obser-
vations about what you read, see, hear, or experience. It can also be 
a good source of ideas for writing. It is a kind of diary, but one more 
concerned with ideas than with day-to-day events. Journal comes 
from the Latin for “daily,” and many journal keepers do write faith-
fully every day; others make entries less regularly, when the mood 
strikes or an insight occurs or they have a problem to work out.

Advantages of a journal
When you write in a journal, you are writing to yourself. That means 
you don’t have to worry about main ideas, organization, correct 
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grammar and spelling, or any of the other requirements of writing 
for others. You can work out your ideas and feelings without the 
pressure of an audience “out there” who will evaluate your thinking 
and expression. The freedom and flexibility of a journal can be liber-
ating. Like many others, you may find writing easier, more fun, and 
more rewarding than you thought possible.

You can keep a journal either on paper (such as a notebook) or on 
a computer. If you write in the journal every day, or almost, even just 
for a few minutes, the routine will loosen up your writing muscles and 
improve your confidence. Indeed, journal keepers often become depen-
dent on the process for the writing practice it gives them, the concen-
trated thought it encourages, and the connection it fosters between 
personal, private experience and public information and events.

dev

2.1

Uses of a journal
The writing you produce in your journal will help you learn and 
grow. Even the personal and seemingly nonacademic entries can 
supply ideas when you are seeking a subject to write about or you 
are developing an essay.

In 2.1.1, you read Erica Vela’s journal response to an essay. The 
next two student samples give a taste of journal writing for different 
purposes. In the first, Chris Eller tries to work out a personal prob-
lem about communication with his spouse.

Student’s journal entry
It seems like Elizabeth and I fight all the time. Marriage is more difficult than I 
expected. We argue about everything—money, housework, our extended fami-
lies. We even argue about breakfast cereal. I don’t doubt our relationship; we’ve 
just lost the ability to communicate with each other. How do we stop arguing and 
start talking again?

In the second example, Mandy Powers ponders something she 
learned from her rhetoric textbook.

Student’s journal entry
How do modern-day commercials use Aristotle’s rhetorical appeals? Advertis-
ers want to persuade viewers to take an action by developing an argument. In 
these shortened arguments, advertisers tend to focus on quick appeals to ethics 
(ethos) or emotions (pathos) and avoid longer appeals to logic (logos) as evi-
denced by countless celebrity endorsements and images of animals in danger.

Culture and language
A journal can be especially helpful in improving your language skills. 
You can practice writing to improve your fluency, try out sentence pat-
terns, and experiment with vocabulary words. Equally important, you 
can experiment with applying what you know from experience to what 
you read and observe.
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