
Questions from Class 3 (Monday January 14th, 2019): 
 
What makes college writing different from writing that I’ve done up until now? 
 
 Most of the writing you have done until this part was usually the five-paragraph essay—
or if not, you are lucky and ahead of the game. You may have learned how to develop and thesis 
and support it with evidence, but this type of writing leaves out the fact that in the “real world” 
we don’t make arguments without some sort of provocation first (“they say”). So, we will be 
integrating more “they say” into your writing. Also, in college writing, we are trying to compose 
in real world genres (digital exhibits or conference papers), not just essays! 
 
I’ve only ever written one research paper at UNC and got a C, so how harsh am I grading? 
Any tips for proof reading my papers? 
 
 I am looking for improvement and will always let you rewrite an assignment for a higher 
grade. If you are confused as to why you received a grade in another class, please come see me 
in office hours (Fridays 9-12) and I will take a look at your paper and give you specific things to 
work on. The simplest thing you can do is the read your writing aloud, which usually reveals 
simple grammatical mistakes. Also, starting papers days before they are due usually works well.  
 
 
I would like to work on passive voice. 
 
 If you are in a science major, you are probably pretty used to writing in the passive voice. 
The passive voice is usually made by a form of “to be” (is, are, am, was, were, has been, have 
been, had been, will be, will have been, being) plus a past participle.  
 
“Mistakes were made.”  
 

In this sentence, “were made” is passive. The way to “activate” this sentence would be to 
write it as “I made a mistake.” Passive voice is great when you want to take your own voice out 
of your writing. In academic writing, you typically want to stay in the active voice. If you can’t 
locate who is doing the action, then the sentence is usually passive.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Why is the “I say” so minor? Is the point of the writing not to learn about my opinions and 
views? 
 



 Academic writing is about conversations and motivations for writing, which you can only 
get with “they say.” You can still make your viewpoint know, but you are conversing with other 
scholars. Take this for example: 
 
“The characters in the film are very complex.” You might want to say things like: “Yeah, so?” or 
“Why is he telling us this?” 
 
“Some say that the characters in the film are sexist stereotypes. In fact, however, the characters 
in the film are very complex.” You can see why I am writing this sentence.  
 
Opinion pieces are still a valid form of writing, you see them in every newspaper. In academic 
realms, we don’t want to evaluate writers on just their ability to argue, we also want to see how 
they use evidence (which is another form of “they say”) and how they are motivated in their 
writing.  
 
Your opinions and analysis matter, but you cannot just write your own thoughts, you need a 
justification for writing and proof to back up your claims.  
  
 
How do you balance academic language and your thoughts? 
 
 It is a tough balance but reading more nonopinionated articles will help you. I enjoy 
reading The Atlantic and The New Yorker, which are more academic journalism and will show 
you how to effectively use “they say, I say.” Reading more academic work will help you balance 
your voice. Also, trying to use templates like “While X argues ____, and I argue ____, in a way 
we’re both right” will help you. Being aware of the balance is the first step to becoming more 
balanced.  
 
How do I transition well through extensive essays (writing them)? And creating an effective 
thesis for the same type of essay? 
 
 Outlining is usually the easiest way to make sure you transition well through paragraphs. 
If you know what you said in one paragraph and what you are going to say in another, it is 
generally easier to transition. If you just like to write and organize later, it might be helpful to 
sum up each paragraph with a few words (I print out the paper and write this in the margins). 
When you know what you are clearly saying in each paragraph, then it is easy to transition.  
 
 When creating a thesis, the most common mistake I see is that it is not specific enough. A 
general thesis becomes incredibly hard to prove—something more specific is easier to prove. I 
always start with the thesis before I outline or write. It can evolve over the writing process, but 
you should have something to start from.  
 
 
 
 
In academic writing with a controversial or barely researched topic, how do you get to that 
75/25 ratio for citations? 
 



 These are fun papers! What you do is to find a similar conversation in a different 
discipline or domain and link it to your own argument and interests. You want to say that there is 
a conversation present, but it was just happening in a slightly different form or subject. 
Generally, these are harder papers to write, which is why the first few papers that touch on a 
subject usually are not the best papers on that subject.  
 
 
How do I procrastinate less when I have papers? 
 
 The best way to avoid procrastination is to chunk up assignments into smaller parts (like 
we do with the Feeders in this class). A day or two after you get the prompt, come up with your 
thesis. Then the next day outline and the day after that just write the introduction. If you give 
yourself a small part to do, you will find it easier to tackle a bigger writing assignment.  
 
How do you become concise, but still be “on point” with your content? 
 
The Elements of Style, by Strunk and White sums up concision quite well: “A sentence should 
contain no unnecessary words, a paragraph no unnecessary sentences, for the same reason that a 
drawing should have no unnecessary lines and a machine no unnecessary parts.” Try to cut out 
meaningless words: "in a variety of forms," "as they always have been," "various," and "in terms 
of." Secondly, work on expanding your vocabulary, so you can use more complex words that 
take up less space and can say something more specific than a few words put together.  
 
 
Why 75% and 25% seems like the writer’s POV/opinions wouldn’t be as expressed less of 
the writers’ thoughts? 
 
 Please look at my answer to the above question “Why is the “I say” so minor? Is the point 
of the writing not to learn about my opinions and views?”  
 
It is boring to read just someone’s opinions on a subject and often times people that do not cite 
evidence or other people are inaccurate in their claims. You can have a voice and you can 
express your thoughts, but you need to put them in conversations with others, so your reader 
knows why you are saying the things you are. The best writers can use others to make their 
points for them. Some of the most brilliant papers show you the folly in arguments by just 
placing two opposing views against one another.  
 
 
 
 
How important is style? 
 
 Style is linked to voice. The more you read and write, the more style you will find. One 
of the most common mistakes I see in style is to begin sentences the exact same way (“this” or 
“the”).  
 
 
I am wondering how I should structure writing in this class? 



 
 Each genre we compose in will be slightly different. The first thing to do with any 
writing assignment is to look at an example and figure out its structure. In class today, I showed 
you a basic structure of a book review to help you figure out how to write your first feeder. You 
can do this with anything, just take an example and look at its structure.   
 
 
 
How can we do deep analysis, if 75% of our paper is outside sources? I had trouble having 
enough analysis before. 
 
 You will find that when you integrate more outside evidence and voices, you will be 
pushed to say something about it, which should help you gain better analysis skills. We can also 
work on analysis in office hours too! 
 
What is the average word count of a college paper? 
 
 Typically, it depends on the class and how many assignments are given, but in general 
you should expect 1,200-1,500-word papers in most of your classes. To keep this in perspective, 
graduate school papers are typically somewhere between 5,000-8,000 words.  
 
 
How can you come up with a topic easily? 
 
 Reading multiple articles or books about a subject will help you find what you agree and 
disagree with, which is the first step to come up with a thesis. General topics are provided by the 
class or the instructor, but outside of those environments, you want to write on things that you 
are interested in or questions you have not found good answers for.  
 
How should we write a thesis across papers or different way to write them for different 
types of papers? 
 
 I am not sure what you mean, but I think the best way to write is to fill out a rhetorical 
chart for your writing assignment, you will see one under each assignment in the class. Here it is: 
 
 
 

Genre Purpose Audience Writer’s Role Exigence (Rhetorical Situation) 

  
Digital Humanities 
Presentation 
  

To Convey New 
Research about a 
Social Movement 
on Twitter 

Academics/Digital 
Humanists 
  

Digital Humanist 
  

You have been following 
#SilentSam for a few years and 
want to convey to the University 
how the conversation has shifted 
over the past two years. 

  
 
 
 



Once you understand your rhetorical situation, you want to think about the topic that interests 
you the most about your subject. But if you use the following template, you can fill in the blanks 
for a number of different assignments and subjects: 
 
Most people/scholars assume______. However, research has shown something____. And in this 
paper/project, I will add/argue {something slightly new or some advancement on this 
conversation} 
 
 
 
 
 


