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Author’s Notes | Due: Sept. 2, Oct. 30, Nov. 20 


Goal: 
The goal of this assignment is to practice reflective writing and to think critically about our own work 
and development as writers.  
 
Assignment: 
Good writers tend to think carefully and persistently about their writing. To grow and improve as a 
thinker and a writer, you need to think critically about your work. This kind of thinking-about-self is 
called “reflection.” As with seeing our reflection in a mirror, reflection (and reflective writing) is about 
turning our gaze upon ourselves, to see/think about ourselves and our work from another perspective. 
“Author Notes” are designed to help you engage with this type of reflective practice. Your assignment 
is to reflect on the work/writing you have completed for each Essay (and any exercises/ 
assignments leading up to it), and write a brief reflective statement that examines your writing 
process(es), how you’ve improved as a writer, and how you will continue to improve your writing 
and rhetorical techniques from one assignment to the next.  
 
Each note should do the following, in approx. one double-spaced page (12-point Times New Roman 
font, one-inch margins on all sides, no extra space between paragraphs, no superfluous spacing): 


• Offer a holistic assessment of the paper; 
• Identify specific areas where your writing has improved; 
• Identify specific areas where you can continue to improve your writing; 
• Articulate a specific course of action that explains how you will continue to develop your craft as 


a writer based on your self-assessment and your instructor’s feedback; 
• Identify what has (or has not) worked for you inside/outside the class to help you succeed on this 


assignment and what might help you on future assignments;  
• Present and reflect on relevant examples from your experience to support your ideas. 


Invention and Inquiry: 
As you are writing your main essay assignments or working in class, take a few moments here and there 
to think critically and reflectively about what you are doing, what is or is not working, how you are 
approaching your work, what feedback you’ve received, etc. When you take these brief reflective 
moments, jot down some notes about what you’re thinking/feeling, and why you may be thinking/ 
feeling that way. Keep these notes to look back over after you’ve completed your essay and begin on 
your Author’s Note. 


Audience and Tone: 
The audience is your instructor, perhaps your peers in the class, and yourself. This is reflective writing, 
so it does not need to be formal, but it should be coherent. Use language that prompts reflective writing/ 
thinking, such as “I think. . .,” “I felt. . .,” “I wondered. . .,” etc.  


—— 


If you have any questions or concerns about this assignment, I encourage you to e-mail me or come see 
me during my office hours. Also consider visiting the Miller Writing Center for help.  


 








Essay 1: The Explainer | Due: Outline - Sept. 18, Draft - Sept. 25, Final Draft - Oct. 2 


Goal: 
The goal of this assignment is to practice research skills and develop a research-based informative paper.  
 
Assignment: 
The online magazine Slate has a recurring feature called “The Explainer”. Inspired by current events and 
pop culture, “The Explainer” uses research to provide a relevant, concise, and contextualized answer to 
those “I wonder why. . .” questions. Your assignment is to become the Explainer and write an 
informative article in which you report on/explain a public issue, supported by research.   
 
The final essay should do the following, in three to four double-spaced pages (12-point Times New 
Roman font, one-inch margins on all sides, no extra space between paragraphs, no superfluous spacing): 


• Include an introduction that frames and defines the scope of your essay; 
• Offer readers some contextual background on the subject of your research; 
• Use three to four credible/reputable sources to compose informative body paragraphs;  
• Provide a general sense of the different (relevant) perspectives on the issue, including what is 


established/accepted by most/all and what is still open to debate; 
• Help your audience understand the stakes involved in the issue and the limitations of the 


information you have used to report on it; 
• Conclude your essay by pointing toward additional research, Natural Next Questions, and 


analysis that can be done to better understand the issue as part of an ongoing conversation. 
• Properly and accurately cite all resources used in the paper using an appropriate citation style. 


Invention and Inquiry: 
In preparing this assignment, identify a topical and debatable public issue that brings you closer to 
answering your Big Question (from Exercise 2). Brainstorm how the issue is related to your Big 
Question (and how it can help you and your audience get closer to answering it), reasons why the issue 
should be of interest to others, what kinds of conversations revolve around the issue, and what public 
policies are related to it. Remember that you are not taking a position yet but looking to inform 
readers about the topic in a way that enables them to judge for themselves how to join the conversation 
you are beginning to map out. 


Conduct preliminary research using key words/phrases to search web-based resources. Follow the 
Question Cycle and create Content Summaries for each potential source you find. Gather five or more 
reputable sources related to your issue and evaluate their credibility. Annotate and summarize each 
source and make notes about the various situations in which they are embedded (e.g., authors, audiences, 
genres, contexts, policies, etc.). Consider what perspective each source represents and group them into 
categories. Your research should help you understand the conversation and inform the audience.  


Audience and Tone: 
The Explainer is designed to share real research with a general reader who might be interested in the 
topic and wish to learn more. You want to engage the reader in this topic; imagine yourself submitting 
your Explanation to Slate. This essay should be written using authoritative language to present your 
findings. Your tone should be professional and informative, but not overly formal. 


—— 
If you have any questions or concerns about this assignment, I encourage you to e-mail me or come see 
me during my office hours. Also consider visiting the Miller Writing Center for help.  








Essay 2: Assessing the Conversation | Due: Outline – Oct. 16, Draft - Oct. 23, Final Draft - Oct. 30 
 


Goal: 
The goal of this assignment is to explore and practice critical textual analysis, assess the scope of a 
conversation, and identify further areas of inquiry.   
 


Assignment: 
Before joining a conversation or answering a Big Question, we must understand what has been said and what 
has been settled already, as well as what hasn’t been said or remains unsettled. To aid in this process, 
researchers write what is called a “literature review.” A literature review is an overview of the research 
pertinent to your topic that shows you are familiar with the conversation and the different perspectives. Your 
assignment is write a literature review of your topic that analyzes a range of texts’ argument, supporting 
evidence, and rhetorical context and strategies, and presents a clear picture of the conversation you are 
looking to take part in.  
 


The final essay should do the following, in four to five double-spaced pages (12-point Times New Roman 
font, one-inch margins on all sides, no extra space between paragraphs, no superfluous spacing): 


• Include an introduction that frames and defines the scope of your essay; 
• Use four to five credible/reputable sources to compose body paragraphs that offer insight into the 


current and ongoing conversation;  
• Provide a clear sense of the different (relevant) perspectives on the issue, including what is 


established/accepted by most/all and what is still open to debate; 
• Explain and analyze each text’s core argument and support, as well as the text’s rhetorical context and 


rhetorical strategies; 
• Identify the author, source of the text, etc., and analyze their credibility; 
• Identify any “gaps” in the conversation, such as areas still ripe for exploration, connections missed by 


others, opportunities to build on ideas, different approaches to the subject, Natural Next Questions, etc.; 
• Conclude by giving a brief overview of the important findings of the literature and a sense of where your 


own research will likely go based on any gaps/unsettled issues/ Natural Next Questions you have 
identified; 


• Properly and accurately cite all resources used in the paper using an appropriate citation style. 
 


Invention and Inquiry: 
In preparing this assignment, formulate an inquiry question (either your Big Question or a question related to 
that Big Question) that specifically describes what you would like to know. Follow the Question Cycle and 
create Content Summaries for each potential source you find. Conduct in-depth research, building on the 
research you have already done. As you locate potential resources, skim the articles to determine if they 
correspond well to your topic and inquiry question. Examine the sources that these articles cite and track the 
conversation. Find more articles than you need to determine which are most relevant. Not all information is 
reliable or relevant. 
 


Read the articles and begin to sort and classify them according to their findings/arguments. Analyze their 
rhetorical contexts and strategies and evaluate their arguments. Organize the articles in a meaningful way that 
will help present a narrative of the conversation around your inquiry question. Remember that you are not 
taking a position but analyzing the current conversation you are joining. 
 


Audience and Tone: 
The audience are those interested in joining this conversation as well a but don’t necessarily have a deep 
understanding of it. This essay should be written using authoritative language to present your findings. Your 
tone should be professional and informative, but not overly formal.  


—— 


If you have any questions or concerns about this assignment, I encourage you to e-mail me or come see me 
during my office hours. Also consider visiting the Miller Writing Center for help.  








Essay 3: Joining the Conversation | Due: Outline - Nov. 6, Draft - Nov. 13, Final Draft - Nov. 20  
 


Goal: 
The goal of this assignment is to develop your own understanding and argument regarding a topic based on 
thorough research and through the careful analysis and synthesis of multiple sources.  
 


Assignment: 
Francis Bacon said, “Things alter for the worse spontaneously, if they be not altered for the better designedly.” 
Your assignment is to write an essay arguing to “designedly” alter things for the better. You will come up with 
an argument/claim for a specific public policy change to a local or familiar situation, organization, 
procedure, or statute related to your topic. This claim should be supported by relevant and credible 
research that you must analyze, evaluate, and synthesize multiple reliable sources to support your claim.  
 


As a follow up to the previous assignments, you will be crafting a new argument proposing a solution to a local 
problem related to your topic. Compose a persuasive essay in which you position yourself (and your argument) 
within a conversation related to the issue you began researching in Exercise 1. You may incorporate sources 
from previous papers but should introduce at least two new sources into your essay. 
 


The final essay should do the following, in 6-7 double-spaced pages (12-point Times New Roman font, one-
inch margins on all sides, no extra space between paragraphs, no superfluous spacing): 


• Include an introduction that frames and defines the scope of your essay; 
• Articulate and develop a clear and compelling thesis statement that argues for the adoption of (or change 


to) a local or familiar situation, organization, procedure, or statute related to your topic; 
• Position your argument within a recognizable conversation; 
• Help your audience understand the stakes involved in the issue and establish exigency; 
• Persuade you audience to accept your claim by grounding your arguments (and counterarguments) in the 


sources you have selected and supported by evidence from them;  
• Use between 5 and 8 credible/reputable sources to compose persuasive body paragraphs;  
• Properly and accurately cite all resources used in the paper using an appropriate citation style. 


 


Invention and Inquiry: 
You will be building on the work and research you’ve been doing all semester in search of an answer to your 
Big Question. In preparing this assignment, identify a local situation related to the public issue (derived from 
your Big Question) you have been investigating that you think could be improved. Identify the core problem 
that necessitates a change. Gather together the resources you have developed over the semester and consider 
where you stand with respect to the core problem and competing perspectives represented in the conversation. 
You should analyze, evaluate, and synthesize multiple reliable sources to develop a claim.  
 
Some questions to consider as you research the problem and develop a solution: 


• What’s the issue/problem?  
• Why is this a problem?  
• Why does it need to be “fixed”?  
• Why does it need to be fixed now (exigency)?  
• How might the argument and research you’ve done before offer a solution (or solutions)?  
• Why is yours the best solution?  
• What are alternative solutions?  
• Has your solution been proposed before in this local situation? Why or why not?  
• Have other solutions been attempted/proposed? 
• What are the restrictions/limitations (cultural, financial, ethical, political, ideological, etc.) exist in the 


local situation that you need to address?  
• Who can make this change happen?  
• What kinds of evidence would convince them?   







• What would be required to implement your solution? 
 
Draft a thesis statement in which you position yourself within the conversation and propose a solution to the 
local problem you identified. Your thesis statement should be a concrete proposal supported by compelling 
reasons to accept that proposal. Your argument doesn’t have to be a direct answer to your Big Question 
(although it could!), but it should help move us closer to that answer. Remember that your argument emerges 
from your research, not the other way around! 
 


Your original claim should be founded in the arguments (or counterarguments) of the sources you have selected 
and supported by evidence from those sources. As you develop your own stance, keep track of the key pieces 
of evidence that you will use to support your claim—keep notes of where information comes from, key 
words/ideas/quotes/data you want to use, and citations as you go. 


Audience and Tone: 
This is an academic paper, so it should be written using professional and authoritative language to present your 
findings. Your tone should be formal and informative. Your audience are those who can help make this change 
happen, which will depend on your topic, but you should assume that it will comprise professionals and/or 
academics. 


 
—— 


If you have any questions or concerns about this assignment, I encourage you to e-mail me or come see me 
during my office hours. Also consider visiting the Miller Writing Center for help. 
 








Exercise 1: Three Potential “Big Question” Ideas | Due: August 24 


Goal: 
The goal of this assignment is to brainstorm possible “Big Questions” you may be interested in 
investigating and the related conversations you may be joining. 
 
Assignment: 
Before embarking on any research project or joining any scholarly conversation, we must identify the 
questions we want to answer and the conversations we may want to join and explore those topics. Your 
assignment for this exercise, specifically, is to identify three potential “Big Questions” (i.e., 
important but broad research topics) related to our theme of “identity and public policy” for 
Essay 1 (and the rest of the semester). For each potential Big Question idea, you will write a ~150-
word statement briefly identifying the Big Question and explaining why you are interested in it 
and why it is worth researching/answering. 


The final product should do the following, in one to two double-spaced pages (12-point Times New 
Roman font, one-inch margins on all sides, no extra space between paragraphs, no superfluous spacing): 


• Identify three distinct Big Questions (about relevant and debatable public issues) you are 
interested in researching/answering 


• Present a paragraph or two for each Big Question that introduces the topic and explains it’s 
exigency (i.e., what makes it relevant—why the research/conversation is worth undertaking) and 
explain why you are interested in each topic 


Invention and Inquiry: 
So what is a “Big Question?” A Big Question (BQ) is a complicated question that doesn’t have any easy 
(or even a single) answer. Think of complexity as a scale: a simple question is something that you could 
answer with a quick google search; a moderately big question is something you could find an answer to 
after reading a few articles/books on the topic; a Big Question is one that would take a lot of work and 
research to understand. Your Big Question is the question that you are going to be searching for an 
answer to throughout this semester. Don’t worry if your BQ is too big! Think of your Big Question as a 
goal to drive your research and inquiry onward. You’ll discover answers to many other questions you 
didn’t know to ask until you tried to understand and answer the BQ. That’s how research usually goes!  


In preparing this assignment, brainstorm several (i.e., more than three) topical and debatable public 
issues related to our theme of “identity and public policy” that interest you. For these topics, 
brainstorm a few Big Questions you are curious about and want to find an answer for. You are looking 
for a BQ/topic on which all your subsequent papers in this class will focus, so choose topics that can 
sustain extended investigation (and your interest!). Consider topics that have special interest to you, your 
community, your major, your intended profession, an organization you belong to, etc. What are you 
curious about or want to understand better? Think about topics that affect your life and that you actually 
care about! You also don’t have to have any prior knowledge about the BQ. Remember that you are 
not providing an answer yet but investigating the ideas you are interested in researching. 


Brainstorm several reasons each BQ should be of interest to others and identify 5 key words/phrases you 
could use to search each topic online. Consider obstacles you might face in your research. Reflect on 
any preconceptions you have about each topic and perspectives you might encounter in your research.  


Audience and Tone: 
The audience is your instructor and your peers. Your tone should be informative, but not overly formal. 


—— 


If you have any questions or concerns about this assignment, I encourage you to e-mail me or come see 
me during my office hours. Also consider visiting the Miller Writing Center for help.  








Exercise 2: The Big Question | Due: Sept. 4 


Goal: 
The goal of this assignment is to is to refine a research topic/Big Question and practice exploratory 
research to find a written conversation to join. 
 
Assignment: 
Joining a conversation is not always a simple task. It often requires us to listen, to ask questions, to 
research, to identify competing perspectives. Before joining and adding to a conversation, we must 
identify a question that hasn’t yet been answered (or not answered satisfactorily) in the conversation. 
Your assignment will be to identify a topic related to our theme of “identity and public policy” 
and to pose a specific Big Question related to that topic. You will identify your Big Question, 
explain its exigence (i.e., why does it matter--to you and to the world), and develop a plan of how 
you will investigate the question. 
 
The final product should do the following, in one to two double-spaced pages (12-point Times New 
Roman font, one-inch margins on all sides, no extra space between paragraphs, no superfluous spacing): 


• Compose a paragraph or two that introduces your topic (a relevant and debatable public issue) 
and explains it’s exigency (i.e., what makes it relevant—why the research/conversation is worth 
undertaking). 


• Identify what you already know (or think you know) about the topic;  
• Identify what you do not know but hope to learn in your research; 
• Propose a Big Question that you can use to focus your study and drive your inquiry. It may help 


to pose your Big Question along the lines of “I am studying _______[the topic] because I want to 
find out what/why/how ________ [your specific question].” 


Invention and Inquiry: 
In preparing this assignment, brainstorm and draft a Big Question (BQ)—it can be one derived from 
Exercise 1—that specifically describes what specific, big, complex question you would like to answer 
about your topic. Conduct some further light research, building on the research you have already done. 
See what kinds of big and small questions have already been answered and what might still be up for 
debate—or hasn’t been investigated much at all.  


Focus your topic and be as specific as you can—perhaps look for a very thin sliver of your larger topic. 
Write out your topic and explore why you’re interested or curious: “I want to understand how ____” 
“I’d like to find out why ____”. Try formulating your topic as a question in the following way: “I am 
studying ____ [the topic] because I want to find out what/why/how ____ [your specific question].”  


As you locate potential resources, skim the articles to determine if they correspond well to your topic 
and your potential research question. Are they trying to answer a similar question? Examine the sources 
that these articles cite and track the conversation. Find more articles than you need to determine which 
are most relevant. Not all information is reliable or relevant. 


Read the articles and begin to sort and classify them according to their findings/arguments. Determine 
what questions the conversation concerns itself with. Would your question be of interest to those in the 
conversation? Remember that you are not taking a position but finding a question to explore. 


Audience and Tone: 
The audience is your instructor and your peers, that have some education and knowledge of the subject 
but not necessarily a deep understanding of it. Your tone should be informative, but not overly formal. 


—— 
If you have any questions or concerns about this assignment, I encourage you to e-mail me or come see 
me during my office hours. Also consider visiting the Miller Writing Center for help. 








Exercise 3: Evaluating a Text | Due: Sept. 11 


Goal: 
The goal of this exercise is to practice evaluating and analyzing sources, to better understand a 
conversation we are investigating.  
 
Assignment: 
Being part of a conversation involves more than voicing your own opinion or simply repeating what 
others have said. We must learn to analyze and think critically about our sources, so we can use them in 
a strategic yet responsible way. Your assignment is to analyze a source relevant to your topic (your 
Big Question) and present an examination of what strategies the author deploys to achieve their 
rhetorical objective and frame the conversation, as well as an evaluation of the source’s credibility 
and relevance within the conversation.   
 
The final product should do the following, in one to two double-spaced pages (12-point Times New 
Roman font, one-inch margins on all sides, no extra space between paragraphs, no superfluous spacing): 


• Introduce your source, identifying the author and publication, and its relevance to the 
topic/conversation you are researching; 


• Present the findings of your analysis of the source’s intended audience, purpose, genre, tone, 
rhetorical devices, etc., as well as its credibility and relevance; 


• Lead readers to a conclusion about the ways in which the text/author makes their argument and 
shapes understanding of your topic;  


• Identify the strengths and limitations of the argument and the extent to which you find it 
rhetorically effective or ineffective, and how the text fits into the larger conversation;  


• Present sufficient and relevant evidence/examples from the text to support your analysis (with 
appropriate quoting/paraphrasing and citations). 


Invention and Inquiry: 
In preparing this assignment, select a source that you have collected related to your topic that brings you 
closer to your Big Question (preferably one that seems to be making an argument or taking a stance on 
the topic). Explore the context in which the document was published (author, publication source and 
platform, publication date, socio-cultural and political environment, etc.) Remember that you are not 
taking a position on the topic but making a claim about how your source argues their position on 
that topic and its effectiveness. 


Analyze the source according to rhetorical methods discussed in class, with particular emphasis on the 
author’s argument and evidence, use of language, intended audience, purpose, genre, tone, rhetorical 
devices, etc. Annotate the text and make notes about the ways in which the author deploys rhetorical 
strategies to achieve a particular objective given the situational and textual constraints. 


Audience and Tone: 
The audience is your instructor and your peers, that have some education and knowledge of the subject 
but not necessarily a deep understanding of it. Your tone should be informative, but not overly formal. 


—— 
If you have any questions or concerns about this assignment, I encourage you to e-mail me or come see 
me during my office hours. Also consider visiting the Miller Writing Center for help. 








Question Cycle & Content Summaries | Due: Every Friday (Unless told otherwise) 


The Question Cycle: 
The goal of this assignment is to practice inquiry—the process of answering a question or solving a problem. 
As you seek an answer to your “Big Question,” you will find articles, videos, or other pieces of content that 
will offer information, arguments, and perspectives related to your question. The method of inquiry we will be 
practicing is the “question cycle.”1 


Here’s how it works: 


1. Find a piece of content that helps you understand something 
about your Big Question. This can be an informative piece 
(one that provides information about your topic or some 
aspect of it) or an argumentative piece (one that takes a 
stance about your topic or some aspect of it). 


2. Read the content and take notes on it: Highlight the main 
points of the information or argument, write down who the 
author is and evaluate their credibility as an expert/informed 
writer on the topic, examine how they present their 
information/argument (i.e., rhetorical choices), and write 
down questions that occur to you as you read the piece (about 
the piece, your topic, things you don’t understand from the 
piece, or other questions that you have). 


3. Write a brief summary/analysis of the piece, including your questions. See the instructions below for 
more details about this summary. 


4. Select one of your questions that you wish to pursue next—one that helps move you closer to answering 
your Big Question. This is a “Natural Next Question.” 


5. Find a new piece of content that helps you understand something about this question, and repeat the 
cycle! 


 
Content Summary Instructions: 
You will write a summary for each piece of content you exam in your question cycle. Each summary should 
demonstrate serious attention to the text and include a brief summary of the content, a brief rhetorical analysis, 
and a list of questions the text inspired. 


Each summary should: 
• Be approximately 100-200 words; 
• Include an appropriate full citation for the text in MLA, APA, or Chicago style 
• Include a sentence or two identifying the author (and their level of expertise/credibility) and publication, 


and the text’s relevance to the topic/conversation you are researching; 
• Include a summary of the content (in a couple of sentences) that presents the main points/arguments; 
• Include a brief rhetorical analysis of the text’s intended audience, purpose, genre, tone, rhetorical 


devices, etc.; 
• Include a list of at least three “Natural Next Questions” you have after reading the text.  


o These questions should take you one step closer to learning/answering your Big Question 
o The questions could be about an idea or particular point from the text, a question left unanswered 


by the text, a lingering question you have about your topic or about the particular focus of the 
text, about something you don’t understand from the text, or other questions that come up as you 
read the piece. 


 
1 This model is borrowed and adapted from the inquiry learning model of  Dr. Lindy Elkins-Tanton, summarized here: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7MW4IPO2ipg  
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7MW4IPO2ipg



