Teaching Organization: The Structure of Choice in Academic Writing
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The Term “Thesis”

In academic writing we frequently talk about “thesis statements” across disciplines, using one term to represent what amounts to an ambiguously varied array of structural features, intellectual purposes, and aesthetic choices.  Defining what we mean by “thesis statement” for our disciplines, courses, and assignments is critical if we expect students to successfully adapt their generalist writing skills to the specific demands of our courses.

One way to begin this work is to disrupt the familiar terminology of “thesis.’’  In doing this, we can expose for students the need to modify their generic sense of “thesis” into an appropriate vehicle for pursuing their purposes in the context of specific course assignments.

Alternative Terms

Introducing alternative terms opens the conversation into a discussion of purpose (the writer’s) and expectation (the disciplinary expertise of the audience), clarifying for students the sorts of questions and choices presented by the assignment.

The following is a list of alternative terms academic writers and instructors use to explain what might otherwise be called “thesis statements:’’

Project

Inquiry

Claim

Focus

Position

Meditation
Working Thesis

Purpose

Argument

Insight

Hypothesis

Foundation

Controlling Idea


A Word on Topic Sentences

Just as thesis statements vary across disciplines, topic sentences also take different forms.  Glancing through the publications of various disciplines exposes a wide range of preferences and choices about how to begin paragraphs. A leading sentence in a paragraph of academic writing may look like any of the following: a quote, a comparison, a statistic, a summary statement, a brief anecdote, an argumentative claim, a suggestive observation, a question…  

While students often understand topic sentences to be statements, truncated pieces of their larger unifying thesis,

this inflexible approach to organization can result in stilted, repetitive paragraphs and reasoning inappropriate to college-level writing or the specific requirements of the assignment or discipline.  The following is a list of alternative terms and metaphors that may open a conversation about the choices and purposes of structuring paragraphs within a cohesive paper:

Road map: sentences that “point the way,” identifying important landmarks and directions of the paper.

Significant language: language that identifies key terms and concepts that are used and examined throughout the paper.

Connective language: language that gathers together ideas and makes use of them for the author’s purposes.

Threads: lines of reasoning and thematic resonance that stitch the various sections of the paper together.

Scaffolding: supportive structures that allow the writer opportunities for detailed analytic work with the source texts or data.

Observations: analytical statements that guide both writer and reader through the exploratory thought of the essay, illustrating the basis of a writer’s thought.

Working with Organization in the Classroom

As we work to help students become effective in recognizing the choices about purpose and audience, it can be valuable to offer opportunities in class to focus on how these choices are made – by us, by other writers, and by the students themselves.  The following are some ideas for modeling how to emphasize, connect, and organize thoughts in academic writing:


Talk about the writers they’re reading…

Choose specific sections of text and ask students to discuss their observations about writers’ choices and intentions.

      Write with them in the classroom…

Collaboratively construct a couple paragraphs as a class or have students do this in groups, asking specific questions to help develop ideas and relate them to one another.


    Narrative outlines…

Ask students to write narrative outlines of their essays, explaining the purpose of paragraphs, their relationships to the paragraphs around them, and their position in the essay’s unifying project.

Get visual…

Ask students to mark related strands of their essays either by using different colored pens or highlighters or cutting essays into sections.  Ask them to note the groupings suggested by this visual strategy and experiment with arrangements and connective language that would better facilitate the development of their ideas.
Recommend specific goals for the Writing Center…

Tell students in need of organizational assistance to visit the Writing Center and ask for it!  The writing associates and peer tutors have a variety of strategies for working with students on organization depending on their preferences and requirements.

Resources

The Hartford Writing Program

Scott Campbell (UG 114): scott.campbell@uconn.edu
The Writing Center

The Writing Center (UG 303) offers class visits to explain the center to your students, W partnerships in which tutors plan and facilitate writing activities with instructors, and standing appointments for students who need regular visits to the center.

Contact us by emailing hartfordwriting@gmail.com or calling 860-570-9237
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Without options, there can be no rhetoric, for there can be no adjustment to the diversity of communication occasions that confront us.


Winston Weathers








Paragraphs are not composed; they are discovered.  To compose is to create; to indent is to interpret.  Accordingly, the qualities of a paragraph can no more be grasped through normative statement than can the qualities of discourse.


Paul C. Rogers, Jr.
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