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Unit 3: Writing Techniques 
Lesson 1 College Writing 

In this lesson you'll discover ways college writing is similar to but also different from most of 

your high school writing. In college writing, you're expected to reveal the quality of your 

thinking as well as your command of the English language and your awareness of 

organizational structures and rhetorical strategies. 

Often high school writing is open-ended. Your teacher may simply ask you to write a 

descriptive essay about a place that's important to you. At times college writing may be 

even more open-ended than that. You may need to choose your own topic from several 

very general options. On the other hand, college writing may be more specific. You may 

have to write a precise analysis of a specific published work. Therefore, you need to be 

prepared to do both wide-open and extremely focused writing. 

A list of the key terms can be found below: 

• Argument: a persuasive essay that uses logic and evidence to support an opinion 

• Audience: the intended readers to whom the author is writing 

• Colloquialism: a phrase or expression used in informal speech and writing, but not in 

formal writing 

• Evidence: a specific detail, such as a fact or expert opinion, that supports a reason 

• Syntax: the structure of word order in a sentence 

• Thesis statement: the sentence that states the main idea of an essay 

• Tone: the attitude of the writer toward the topic or subject 
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What do you think about when you’re reading a newspaper article? Many people think only 

about the facts in the story. But do you ever think about what you’re thinking as you read a 

newspaper article? Or about your intellectual and emotional responses to the words on the 

page? Part of being a good writer is learning the art of metacognition, which is thinking 

about thinking. It’s one of the most important skills in writing at a college level. And once you 

get the hang of it, you can apply it to all your reading and writing. The key to being a good 

college writer is to think actively about the thinking that goes into your writing. But what 

should you think about your writing? For one thing, think about the goal of the particular 

piece of writing you’re working on. Everything you write should serve that goal. Ask yourself 

of everything you write: does this serve my goal for this piece of writing? 

The writer of a newspaper article wants to convey facts. Writers of novels want to tell an 

entertaining or compelling story. Writers of television commercials want to sell a product. 

College students want to demonstrate their knowledge of the topic they’ve been asked to 

discuss. Each of these writing situations has a specific, definable goal. When we read, we 

need an "inner critic" that examines how others are using language to achieve their goals. 

When we write we need an "inner critic" that determines how we can best use language to 

achieve our goals. When you watch a television commercial, part of you watches and 

absorbs the information being presented. But another part of you, your "inner critic," knows 

that the people who wrote the commercial have the goal of selling you that product. This 

"inner critic" monitors your reaction to the commercial and comments on the commercial’s 

quality. In developing your skills at metacognition, learn to ask questions of your inner critic. 

When you decide a commercial is pretty good or a newspaper article or essay was well 

written, ask your inner critics, why was it so good? What did the writer do that affected me in 

the way it did? What was the writer’s goal? How did the writer achieve it? This kind of 

thinking takes practice, but once you get used to it, you’ll find that you’re more aware of the 

way language works around you. You’ll be a stronger, more active reader. And when you 

turn that awareness to your own writing, you’ll be on your way to becoming a college—level 

writer. 

Two elements of writing are especially useful to approach in a metacognitive way: structure 

and style. Let’s look at structure first. One of the main ways college writing differs from other 

kinds of writing is that it’s almost always argumentative. That doesn’t mean you start a fight; it 

means you state an opinion and support it. One goal of college writing is to demonstrate 

your knowledge of a given topic to your professors. Most professors won’t require you to give 

them a long list of all the things you know about a certain topic. Instead, they often ask you 

to produce an argument in which you integrate your own ideas about a topic with your 

knowledge from the lectures, discussions, and readings. For example, a political science 

professor may ask you: "Now that we’ve discussed the concept of representative 

democracy, write an essay that applies this concept to a social or political institution of your 

choice." The word argument isn’t used in this question, but you’ll notice that the question 

asks you to evaluate, and evaluation requires a kind of argument. In almost every instance in 

which you’re asked to write an academic essay, you’ll be expected to produce an 

argument. In a writing assignment, it’s a good idea to keep an eye out for words like 
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evaluate¸ assess, apply, claim, and respond. These words ask you to produce an argument 

of one kind or another. Keying in on these words and what they’re asking you to do can help 

you decide how to focus your argument. To do this, you’ll need to think about all the things 

you know about the topic at hand, in this case, the concept of representative democracy. 

Then you’ll need to find a current political institution, preferably one with which you’re very 

familiar, and develop an argument that discusses how these concepts apply to your topic. 

Next you’ll need to work out a thesis. Remember a thesis is a concise statement of your 

argument. You can think of a thesis as having two parts, which serve two different functions. 

The topic section identifies the topic of your argument. In this case, it would identify the 

social or political institution you’re going to discuss. The comment section makes a point 

about that topic. In this case, it would be a statement of how your topic relates to the 

concepts of representative democracy. Your thesis should also be an arguable statement. 

That means it says something that isn’t obvious to your audience. For example, the 

statement "The Roman Empire under Julius Caesar was not a representative democracy" 

isn’t a very good thesis, because it’s just states a known fact. You can think of your thesis as 

the controlling idea of your essay. It controls the way you say things. The thesis provides you 

with a goal in writing. Once you’ve stated that goal, you can use your inner critic to decide 

which way to express a certain idea or to order your ideas to achieve that goal. Just as your 

inner critic can tell you whether a television commercial is doing a good job of selling you a 

product, it can tell you whether your essay is doing a good job of selling your argument to 

your audience. “I’ve been the president of the student council for a year now, and I really 

believe it follows Jeffersonian standards of government.” In many contexts this might be an 

acceptable thesis, but in college it wouldn’t be. For one thing, it doesn’t directly reference 

representative government. Another problem is that in college you have to use evidence 

that has an academic authority. This usually means that you use some of the readings from 

your class to support your argument. Your experience in the student council may help 

support your claims, but you probably don’t need to mention it in the thesis statement. A 

college version of this thesis might look like this: School student councils are an example of 

representative democracy not only because they give the students a voice in the 

management of the high school, but also because they follow Jeffersonian criteria in doing 

so. This thesis is better because it’s more focused than the first, and it indicates that the paper 

will rely on specific facts dealt with in a political science class for its support. It also sets the 

reader up for what’s coming: a discussion of Jefferson’s ideas on how representation and 

decision-making work in a representative democracy, and how the operations of the 

student council fit those ideas. The best way to sell your argument to your audience is to give 

them lots of evidence. In college writing, the kinds of evidence you can use are much more 

limited than in many other kinds of writing. Generally personal opinion isn’t considered 

acceptable evidence in college writing. So you’ll probably want to follow your thesis about 

student council and Jefferson’s criteria about representative democracies by explaining 

Jefferson’s criteria and showing how the student council meets each one. How to structure 

your evidence is another challenge. Some arguments may begin with the least important 

evidence and lead up to larger, more important ideas. Others may begin with the strongest 

evidence and follow up with less important evidence. There’s no one "right way" to structure 
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an argument. That’s why it’s so important to use your inner critic to evaluate the 

effectiveness of the structure of your argument. As you work out a phrase, a sentence, a 

paragraph, even a group of paragraphs, ask yourself, "Is this the most effective way to 

achieve my goal, to sell my idea?" If it isn’t, ask yourself, "Why not?" The answer will provide 

you with hints for coming up with a more effective organization. When structuring an 

argument for a piece of college writing, you might want to use one of the most common 

argumentative structures: the deductive argument. Deductive arguments move from 

general statements to specific statements. One classic example of a deductive argument is: 

All men are mortal. Socrates is a man. Therefore, Socrates is mortal. This kind of argument is 

one of the oldest and most reliable forms of logical structure. For our political science paper, 

a deductive argument might take the following form: According to Jeffersonian criteria, 

representative democracies have three traits: people vote for someone to represent them in 

a legislature, the legislator casts votes on issues, and the legislator can later be voted in or 

out of office by the people. The student council has three traits: students vote for someone 

to represent them in a legislature, the legislator casts votes on issues, and the legislator can 

later be voted in or out of office by the students. Therefore, the student council meets 

Jeffersonian criteria as a representative democracy. Now you have to decide the most 

effective way of presenting your evidence. For example, should you include the actual text 

of the student council charter? Should you include a citation from Jefferson in which he 

makes the statement you attribute to him? Maybe now’s the time to discuss your experience 

with the student council? And if you do decide to include these things, where would be the 

best place to put them? These are difficult questions, but remember, the answer to these 

questions should also be the answer to the question "How can I best achieve my goal for this 

essay?" 

The thesis of your paper, the ideas you use as evidence, and the order in which you present 

your ideas make up the structure, or form, of your essay. Another way to use your inner critic 

to find the most effective way to present your ideas is to consider the style of your essay. 

When we talk about style, we’re talking not about what you say, but about how you say it. 

Think about the similarities and differences in these three statements: 

The current methods of decision—making in Bosnian politics bear little resemblance to 

democracy as it was described by Thomas Jeffersonian. 

Millions of men, women, and children in Bosnia would greatly benefit from having a voice in 

their own government. 

The time is now to end the suffering in Bosnia and to implement institutions of representative 

democracy in that impoverished, war—torn country. 

Each of these statements says essentially the same thing: political institutions in Bosnia don’t 

fit the concepts of representative democracy. But the way they say it differs greatly. The first 

is formal and emotionally detached. The second is still formal, but hints at an appeal to 

emotional factors. The third promises an argument that will be passionate as well as 

informative. Each of these statements could make an effective thesis in our hypothetical 

political science essay. But because they differ in style, the kinds of evidence they’re likely to 

use will probably vary. There’s no one right style for an essay. Use one you think will be most 
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effective in achieving your goal. When deciding on a style for a particular piece of writing, 

you think of the task as finding a tone. We use different tones, or voices, for different 

occasions. For example, we talk differently with our friends than we do with our parents. Think 

of your tone as the personality your readers hear when they read your essay. In determining 

the appropriate tone for your purposes, consider the distance between you and your 

reader. If you’re well acquainted with your audience, for example, you may feel 

comfortable using a less formal tone. If you are writing to an academic audience, such as 

your political science professor, it’s usually better to use a more formal tone. In general, 

however, the best guideline is: if you have any doubts about which tone to adopt, go with a 

moderate tone. You can use emotional language, or even humor when appropriate, but if 

you have any question about appropriateness, err on the side of caution. One of the worst 

mistakes a writer can make is to be too informal, or colloquial, at the wrong time. This can 

undermine your credibility as a writer and cause your audience to not take your ideas 

seriously. Two important elements of tone are diction and syntax. Diction refers to the specific 

words you select to express your idea. For example, consider these three sentences: 

1. Last night we massacred the Bluejays! 

Last night we defeated the Bluejays. 

Last night our team celebrated a substantial victory over the Bluejays. 

The difference in the sentences is diction, or word choice. The first sentence is informal, the 

second formal, and the third even more formal. Looking at your use of formal and informal 

diction is one of the most common ways to evaluate your own writing. Informal diction often 

relies on slang and other colloquial forms of expression. In general, it’s best to use informal 

diction sparingly in college writing and only when you’re absolutely sure it’s appropriate. The 

other important tonal element to evaluate is syntax. Syntax refers to the grammatical 

structure of your writing. Just as with diction, we can distinguish between formal and informal 

syntax. Informal syntax tends to resemble spoken language. Listen to these three sentences: 

1. Vern’s a tall fellow, six feet, maybe six two. 

Vern is a tall fellow. He’s six feet, maybe six two. 

Vern is a tall fellow. He’s six feet tall; he might even be six two. 

Notice how the tone grows more formal as the sentence structure changes. The first is 

grammatically incorrect, but would be appropriate in a conversation among friends. The 

second is still not perfect, but does not split the two separate ideas into two sentences. 

Finally, the third presents the ideas in grammatically accurate dependent and independent 

clauses. With syntax, even more than diction, it’s important to err on the side of caution 

when determining the level of formality to use. Your credibility as a writer will suffer if your 

audience finds a grammatical error in your writing, even if you meant it as a device for 

setting an informal tone. And loss of credibility makes it less likely that you’ll achieve your 

goal in that piece of writing. 
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College writing can seem like a mystery to high school students. However, the differences 

between high school writing and college writing are fairly clear, and competent high school 

writers can expand their skills and master the art of college-level essay writing. 

To understand the differences between high school and college writing, study the chart 

below. It compares the expectations for six major elements of essay writing: the Assignment, 

the Thesis, the Body of the Paper, the Conclusion, Editing and Revising, and Formatting. 

 



 

Page  7 

 



 

Page  8 

 



 

Page  9 

 



 

Page  10 

 



 

Page  11 

 



 

Page  12 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

*   *   *   *   *   *   *   *   *   *   *   *   *   *   *   *   *   *   *   *   *   *   *   *   *   *   *   *   *   * 

Lesson 1 Assessment(s) 

• Complete 3.01 Discussion: What Is College Writing? 

• Complete 3.01 Quiz: College Writing 

• Complete 3.01 Discussion: Writing Lab: Peer Review 


