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Wise Words from Model Writers

“…the new, the different, is almost by definition scary. But each time you try 
something, you learn, and as the learning piles up, the world opens to you.”

–James Lincoln Collier, “Anxiety: Challenge by Another Name” (pages 93–96)

“If a long word says just what you want to say, do not fear to use it. But know that 
our tongue is rich in crisp, brisk, swift, short words.” 

–Richard Lederer, “The Case for Short Words” (pages 158–61)

“…in spite of temporary victories, violence never brings permanent peace. It 
solves no social problem; it merely creates new and more complicated ones.” 

–Martin Luther King Jr. “The Ways of Meeting Oppression” (pages 467–70)

“…I happen to be rebellious in nature and enjoy the challenge of disproving 
assumptions made about me. . . . I started writing nonfiction as a freelancer the 
week after I was told by my former boss that writing was my worst skill and I 
should hone my talents toward account management.” 

–Amy Tan, “Mother Tongue” (pages 478–84)
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Preface

Models for Writers continues to offer students and instructors brief, 
accessible, high-interest models of rhetorical elements, principles, and 
patterns. As important as it is for students to read while they are 
learning to write college-level essays, Models for Writers offers more 
than a collection of essays. Through the abundant study materials that 
accompany each selection, students master the writing skills they will 
need for all their college classes. Writing activities and assignments 
give students the chance to stitch together the various rhetorical ele-
ments into coherent, forceful essays of their own. This approach, 
which has helped several million students become better writers, 
remains at the heart of the book.

In this edition, we continue to emphasize the classic features of 
Models for Writers that have won praise from teachers and students 
alike. In addition, we have strengthened the book by introducing new 
selections and new voices as well as new instruction for some of the 
more challenging writing concepts.

■ FAVORITE FEATURES OF MODELS FOR WRITERS

• Brief, lively readings that provide outstanding models. Most of 
the seventy-two professional selections and all six of the sample stu-
dent essays in Models for Writers are comparable in length (two to 
three pages) to the essays students will write themselves, and each 
clearly illustrates a basic rhetorical element, principle, or pattern. 
Just as important, the essays deal with subjects that we know from 
our own teaching experience will spark the interest of most college 
students. In addition, the range of voices, cultural perspectives, and 
styles represented in the essays will resonate with today’s students. 
They will both enjoy and benefit from reading and writing about se-
lections by many well-known authors, including Judith Ortiz Cofer, 
Stephen King, Anne Lamott, Amy Tan, Maya Angelou, David Sedaris, 
Martin Luther King Jr., and Steven Pinker.

• Introductory chapters on reading and writing. Throughout the 
chapters in Part One, students review the writing process from fresh 
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vi  PREFACE

angles and use the essays they read to improve their own writing. 
Chapter 1, The Writing Process, details the steps in the writing  process 
and illustrates them with a student essay in progress. Chapter 2, From 
Reading to Writing, shows students how to use the apparatus in the 
text, provides them with guidelines for critical reading, and demon-
strates with three student essays (narrative, responsive, and argumen-
tative) how they can generate their own writing from reading.

• An easy-to-follow rhetorical organization. Each of the twenty 
rhetorically based chapters in Models for Writers is devoted to a par-
ticular element or pattern important to college writing. Chapters 3 
through 10 focus on the concepts of thesis, unity, organization, be-
ginnings and endings, paragraphs, transitions, effective sentences, 
and writing with sources. Chapter 11 illustrates the importance of 
controlling diction and tone, and Chapter 12, the uses of figurative 
language. Chapters 13 through 21 explore the types of writing most 
often required of college students: illustration, narration, description, 
process analysis, definition, division and classification, comparison 
and contrast, cause and effect, and argument. The final chapter is 
a brief guide to writing a research paper, which now includes both 
MLA and APA documentation guidelines.

• Abundant study materials. To help students use the readings to 
improve their writing, every essay is accompanied by ample study 
materials.

Reflecting on What You Know activities precede each reading and 
prompt students to explore their own ideas and experiences regarding 
the issues presented in the reading.

A Thinking Critically about This Reading question follows each 
essay. It encourages students to consider the writer’s assumptions, 
make connections not readily apparent, or explore the broader impli-
cations of the selection.

Questions for Study and Discussion focus on the selection’s con-
tent and on the author’s purpose and the particular strategy used to 
achieve that purpose. To remind students that good writing is never 
one-dimensional, at least one question in each series focuses on a 
writing concern other than the one highlighted in the chapter.

Classroom Activities provide brief exercises that enable students 
to work (often in groups) on rhetorical elements, techniques, or pat-
terns. These activities range from developing thesis statements to 
using strong action verbs and building argumentative evidence, and 
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they encourage students to apply concepts modeled in the readings 
to their own writing. Additionally, several new activities throughout 
the book provide students with examples of career-related writing to 
demonstrate that critical reading, writing, and thinking skills are cru-
cial beyond the college classroom.

Suggested Writing Assignments provide at least two writing assign-
ments for each essay, with one encouraging students to use the read-
ing selection as a direct model and another asking them to respond to 
the content of the reading.

• Concise and interesting chapter introductions. Writing instruc-
tors who use Models for Writers have continued to be generous in 
their praise for the brief, clear, practical, and student-friendly chap-
ter introductions, which explain the various elements and patterns. In 
each introduction, students will find illuminating examples — many 
written by students — of the feature or principle under discussion.

• Practical instruction on working with sources. One of the big-
gest challenges student writers face is incorporating supporting evi-
dence from other writers into their essays. In Chapter 1, The Writing 
Process, students find clear advice on developing strong thesis state-
ments and marshaling evidence and support. Chapter 10 models 
strategies for taking effective notes from sources; using signal phrases 
to integrate quotations, summaries, and paraphrases smoothly; syn-
thesizing sources; and avoiding plagiarism. Further reviewing the 
steps and skills involved in research and synthesis, Chapter 22, A 
Brief Guide to Writing a Research Paper, provides one full-length 
MLA-style model student research paper and the cover sheet, first 
page, and list of references for one APA-style model student research 
paper (the entire paper is offered online in LaunchPad Solo). Thus, 
students become more confident in joining academic conversations 
and in writing the kinds of essays that they will be called on to write 
in their college courses.

• Targeted instruction on sentence grammar. Chapter 1, The 
Writing Process, addresses editing concerns that instructors across 
the country have identified as the most problematic for their students, 
such as run-on sentences, verb tense shifts, comma splices, sentence 
fragments, and dangling and misplaced modifiers. Brief explanations 
and hand-edited examples show students how to find and correct 
these common errors in their own writing. Also available in this new 
edition are a host of online tutorials and self-paced, adaptive activi-
ties for further practice with grammatical and mechanical concepts.

Preface  vii
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• Flexible arrangement. Each chapter is self-contained so that in-
structors can easily follow their own teaching sequences, omitting or 
emphasizing certain chapters according to the needs of their students 
or the requirements of the course.

• Alternate table of contents showing thematic clusters. The alter-
nate table of contents (pp. xxvii–xxxii) groups readings into twenty-
four clusters, each with three to eight essays sharing a common 
theme. Students and instructors attracted to the theme of one essay in 
Models for Writers can consult this alternate table of contents to find 
other essays in the book that address the same theme.

• Glossary of Useful Terms. Cross-referenced in many of the ques-
tions and writing assignments throughout the book, this list of key 
terms defines rhetorical and literary terms that student writers need 
to know. Terms that are explained in the Glossary (pp. 651–63) are 
shown in boldface the first time they appear in a chapter.

■  NEW TO THE TWELFTH EDITION OF 
MODELS FOR WRITERS

• Engaging, informative, and diverse new readings. Twenty-nine 
of the book’s seventy-two readings are new to this edition of Models 
for Writers — ideal models by both new and established writers. We 
selected these essays for their brevity and clarity, for their effective-
ness as models, and for their potential to develop critical thinking and 
writing. Among the new readings are Robert G. Lake-Thom’s “An 
Indian Father’s Plea,” Judith Ortiz Cofer’s “My Rosetta,” Michael 
Dirda’s “Listening to My Father,” Susan Orlean’s “The American 
Man: Age Ten,” and Marion Winik’s “Guacamole Is a Cruel Mistress.”

• Carefully curated multimodal readings. Fifteen multimodal 
e-readings go beyond the print page, with support for analyzing a va-
riety of texts, such as video, images, and audio. Clear cross-references 
at the end of chapter introductions direct students to the e-readings 
for that strategy or topic. You and your students can access the 
e-readings at macmillanhighered.com/mfw12e. See the LaunchPad 
Solo description on pages ix–x of this preface to learn more about the 
online resources available to you and your students.

• Compelling new examples of argument. The argument chap-
ter now features a revised cluster on crime and punishment (Crime: 
Finding an Effective Punishment) and two brand-new clusters:  one 
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that debates the effectiveness of activism through social media 
(Slacktivism: Social Media Meets Activism) and an entirely online 
multimodal cluster that examines the effects of media and society on 
self-image (Body Image: How We See Ourselves). These three argu-
ment clusters are designed to spark lively debate, both in class dis-
cussions and in students’ writing. Additionally, the argument chapter 
now includes expanded explanations and examples of each of the 
most common logical fallacies to help students better understand 
these kinds of errors, advice on anticipating and fixing logical falla-
cies, and a new activity on identifying and correcting fallacies.

• New and enhanced research coverage. In Chapter 22, new mate-
rial on detecting bias and understanding the differences between fact 
and opinion helps students better evaluate and analyze sources in their 
research writing. A new section in Chapter 22 includes APA documen-
tation guidelines and an accompanying annotated model student paper.

• New strategies for developing a strong thesis statement. A new 
section in Chapter 1, Develop Your Thesis, includes a clear five-step 
process to help students through the challenge of arriving at an effec-
tive thesis statement from a broad topic.

■  GET THE MOST OUT OF  YOUR COURSE 
WITH MODELS FOR WRITERS

Bedford/St. Martin’s offers resources and format choices that help 
you and your students get even more out of your book and course. To 
learn more about or to order any of the following products, contact 
your Macmillan sales representative, e-mail sales support (sales
_support@bfwpub.com), or visit the website at macmillanhighered.com
/mfw/catalog.

LaunchPad Solo for Models for Writers:  Where Students Learn

LaunchPad Solo provides engaging content and new ways to get the 
most out of your course.

•  Multimedia selections include an online multimodal argument 
cluster on body image, and a multimodal reading and activity for 
each of the nine rhetorical patterns.

•  Prebuilt units — including readings, videos, quizzes, and dis-
cussion groups — are easy to adapt and assign by adding your 
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own materials and mixing them with our high-quality mul-
timedia content and ready-made assessment options, such as 
LearningCurve adaptive quizzing.

•  LaunchPad Solo also provides access to a gradebook that pro-
vides a clear window on student performance — as a class, by 
 individual student, and even by assignment.

• A streamlined interface helps students focus on what’s due, and 
social commenting tools let them engage, make connections, and 
learn from one another. Use LaunchPad Solo on its own, or integrate 
it with your school’s learning management system so that your class 
is always on the same page.

To get the most out of your course, order LaunchPad Solo for Models 
for Writers packaged with the print book at no additional charge. 
(LaunchPad Solo for Models for Writers can also be purchased 
on  its  own.) An activation code is required. To order LaunchPad 
Solo  for  Models for Writers with the print book, use ISBN: 
978-1-319-01381-3.

Select Value Packages

Add value to your text by packaging one of the following resources 
with Models for Writers. To learn more about package options for 
any of the following products, contact your Beford/St. Martin’s sales 
representative or visit macmillanhighered.com/mfw/catalog.

LearningCurve for Readers and Writers, Bedford/St. Martin’s 
adaptive quizzing program, quickly learns what students already 
know and helps them practice what they don’t yet understand. Game-
like quizzing motivates students to engage with their course, and 
 reporting tools help teachers discern their students’ needs. 
LearningCurve for Readers and Writers can be packaged with Models 
for Writers at a significant discount. An activation code is required. 
To order LearningCurve packaged with the print book, use ISBN: 
978-1-319-01517-6. For details, visit macmillanhighered.com
/englishlearningcurve.

EasyWriter, Fifth Edition, by Andrea Lunsford provides essential 
information students need to understand the conventions of formal 
written English. Whether you’re looking for an affordable way to 
focus your writing classroom on rhetorical choices, or just a pocket-
sized quick reference that your students can use on the go, you’ll find 
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what you need in EasyWriter. To order EasyWriter packaged with the 
print book, use ISBN: 978-1-319-01515-2.

A Pocket Style Manual, Seventh Edition, by Diana Hacker and 
Nancy Sommers provides students with clear, complete answers to their 
questions about research, writing, and grammar. With 325 documenta-
tion models in four styles and coverage of drafting thesis statements, 
writing correctly and effectively, finding and evaluating sources, and 
writing research papers, A Pocket Style Manual supports writers across 
the disciplines. To order A Pocket Style Manual packaged with the print 
book, use ISBN: 978-1-319-01516-9.

Make Learning Fun with Re:Writing 3

New open online resources with videos and interactive elements 
engage students in new ways of writing. You’ll find tutorials about 
using common digital writing tools, an interactive peer review game, 
Extreme Paragraph Makeover, and more — all for free and for fun. 
Visit bedfordstmartins.com/rewriting.

Instructor Resources

You have a lot to do in your course. Bedford/St. Martin’s wants to make 
it easy for you to find the support you need — and to find it quickly.

• The Instructor’s Manual for Models for Writers, Twelfth Edition, 
contains suggested answers for each selection’s critical reading and 
study questions. The Instructor’s Manual also includes essay analysis 
and discussion, as well as tips to help students think critically about 
what they have read. Also included in the manual are two sample 
course plans for first-year composition courses — one fifteen weeks, 
the other, ten weeks — and a complete sample syllabus for a fifteen-
week developmental English course. This manual may be found in 
the Instructor’s Edition of Models for Writers, Twelfth Edition, and is 
also available as a separate booklet or as a downloadable PDF from 
macmillanhighered.com/mfw/catalog.

• Teaching Central (macmillanhighered.com/teachingcentral) of-
fers the entire list of Bedford/St. Martin’s print and online profes-
sional resources in one place. You will find landmark reference works, 
sourcebooks on pedagogical issues, award-winning collections, and 
practical advice for the classroom — all free for instructors.
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• Bits (bedfordbits.com) collects creative ideas for teaching a range 
of composition topics in an easily searchable blog. A community of 
teachers — leading scholars, authors, and editors — discusses revi-
sion, research, grammar and style, technology, peer review, and much 
more. Take, use, adapt, and pass the ideas around; then, come back to 
the site to comment or share your own suggestions.
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1

Introduction for Students

Models for Writers is designed to help you learn to write by providing 
you with a collection of model essays  —  that is, essays that are exam-
ples of good writing. Good writing is direct and purposeful and com-
municates its message without confusing the reader. It doesn’t wander 
from the topic, and it answers the reader’s questions. Although good 
writing is well developed and detailed, it also accomplishes its task 
with the fewest possible words and with the simplest language appro-
priate to the writer’s topic and thesis.

We know that one of the best ways to learn to write and to improve 
our writing is to read. By reading, we can see how other writers have 
communicated their experiences, ideas, thoughts, and feelings. We can 
study how they have used the various elements of the essay (words, 
sentences, paragraphs, organizational patterns, transitions, examples, 
evidence, and so forth) and thus learn how we might effectively do the 
same. When we see how a writer like James Lincoln Collier develops 
his essay “Anxiety: Challenge by Another Name” from a strong thesis 
statement, for example, we can better appreciate the importance of 
having a clear thesis statement in our own writing. When we see the 
way Russell Baker uses transitions in “Becoming a Writer” to link key 
phrases and important ideas so that readers can recognize how the 
parts of his essay fit together, we have a better idea of how to write 
coherently.

But we do not learn only by reading. We also learn by doing  —  that 
is, by writing  —  and in the best of all situations, we engage in reading 
and writing in conjunction with each other. Models for Writers there-
fore encourages you to practice what you are learning and to move 
from reading to writing.

Part One of Models for Writers provides you with strategies to 
do  just that. Chapter 1, The Writing Process, introduces you to the 
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2  INTRODUCTION FOR STUDENTS

 important steps of the writing process, gives you guidelines for writ-
ing, and illustrates the writing process with a student essay. It also 
includes online tutorials on important digital writing skills as well as 
online LearningCurve activities on important grammar topics that will 
help you better edit your own writing. Chapter 2, From Reading to 
Writing, shows you how to use the apparatus that accompanies each 
selection in this text, provides you with guidelines for critical reading, 
and demonstrates with three annotated student essays how you can 
generate your own writing from reading. Also included in Chapter 2 
are online tutorials on active reading strategies and reading visuals, as 
well as an online LearningCurve activity for practicing critical reading. 
(Icons and instructions at the bottom of the page will direct you to 
these online activities.) You will soon see that an effective essay has a 
clear purpose, often provides useful  information, has an effect on the 
reader’s thoughts and feelings, and is usually a pleasure to read. The 
essays that you will read in Models for Writers were chosen because 
they are effective.

All well-written essays share a number of structural and stylistic 
features that are illustrated by the various essays in Models for Writers. 
One good way to learn what these features are and how you can incor-
porate them into your own writing is to look at each of them in isola-
tion. For this reason, we have divided the readings in Models for 
Writers into three major parts and, within these parts, into twenty 
chapters, each with its own particular focus and emphasis.

Part Two, The Elements of the Essay, includes eight chapters on the 
elements that are essential to a well-written essay, but because the con-
cepts of thesis, unity, and organization underlie all the others, they come 
first in our sequence. Chapter 3, Thesis, shows how authors put forth, or 
state, the main ideas of their essays and how they use such statements to 
develop and control content. Chapter 4, Unity, shows how authors 
achieve a sense of wholeness in their essays, and Chapter 5, Organization, 
illustrates some important patterns that authors use to organize their 
thinking and writing. Chapter 6, Beginnings and Endings, offers advice 
on and models of ways to begin and conclude essays, while Chapter 7, 
Paragraphs, concentrates on the importance of well- developed para-
graphs and what is necessary to achieve them. Chapter 8, Transitions, 
concerns various devices writers use to move from one idea or section of 
an essay to the next, and Chapter 9, Effective Sentences, focuses on tech-
niques to make sentences powerful and to create stylistic variety. Finally, 
Chapter 10, Writing with Sources, provides proven strategies for taking 
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effective notes from sources; for using  signal phrases to integrate quota-
tions, summaries, and paraphrases smoothly into the text of an essay; 
and for avoiding plagiarism.

Part Three, The Language of the Essay, starts with Chapter 11, 
Diction and Tone, which shows how writers carefully choose words 
either to convey exact meaning or to be purposely suggestive. In 
 addition, this chapter shows how the words a writer uses can create a 
particular tone or relationship between writer and reader — one of 
irony, humor, or seriousness, for example. This part also includes 
Chapter 12, Figurative Language, which concentrates on the useful-
ness of the special devices of language — such as simile, metaphor, and 
personification — that add richness and depth to writing.

Part Four of Models for Writers, Types of Essays, is made up of 
Chapters 13 to 22, which focus on the types of writing that are most 
often required of college writing students — illustration (how to use 
examples to illustrate a point or an idea), narration (how to tell a 
story or give an account of an event), description (how to present a 
verbal picture), process analysis (how to explain how something is 
done or happens), definition (how to explain what something is), di-
vision and classification (how to divide a subject into its parts and 
place items into appropriate categories), comparison and contrast 
(how to explain the similarities and differences between two or more 
items), cause and effect (how to explain the causes of an event or the 
effects of an action), argument (how to use reason and logic to per-
suade someone to your way of thinking), and the research paper. 
These types of writing are referred to as organizational patterns or 
rhetorical modes.

Studying and practicing the organizational patterns are important 
in any effort to broaden your writing skills. In Models for Writers, we 
look at each pattern separately because we believe that this is the sim-
plest and most effective way to introduce them. However, it does not 
mean that the writer of a well-written essay necessarily chooses a single 
pattern and sticks to it exclusively and rigidly. Confining yourself to 
cause-and-effect analysis or definition throughout an entire essay, for 
example, might prove impractical and may yield an awkward or un-
natural piece of writing. In fact, it is often best to use a single pattern 
to organize your essay and then to use other patterns as your material 
dictates. As you read the model essays in this text, you will find that a 
good many of them use one dominant pattern in combination with 
other patterns.
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Combining organizational patterns is not something that you usu-
ally think about when you first tackle a writing assignment. Rather, 
such combinations of patterns develop naturally as you organize, 
draft, and revise your materials. Combinations of patterns also make 
your writing more interesting and effective. See Chapter 1  (pp. 20–22) 
for a discussion of combining patterns.

Chapters 3 to 21 are organized in the same way. Each opens with 
an explanation of the element or principle under discussion. These 
 introductions are brief, clear, and practical and usually provide one or 
more short examples of the feature or prin ciple being studied, includ-
ing examples from students such as yourself. Following the chapter 
 introduction, we present three or four model essays (Chapter 21, with 
ten essays, is an exception). Each essay has a brief introduction of its 
own, providing information about the author and directing your atten-
tion to the way the essay demonstrates the featured technique. A 
Reflecting on What You Know prompt precedes each reading and in-
vites you to explore your own ideas and experiences regarding some 
issue presented in the reading. Each essay is followed by four kinds of 
study materials — Thinking Critically about This Reading, Questions 
for Study and Discussion, Classroom Activity, and Suggested Writing 
Assignments. Read Chapter 2, From Reading to Writing, for help on 
improving your writing by using the materials that accompany the 
readings.

In addition to the model essays you’ll find in Chapters 13–21, we 
have carefully chosen one multimodal reading (a video, an infographic, 
a speech, an audio clip) to illustrate each of the rhetorical modes. Look 
for this icon  and directions for accessing these multimodal readings 
at the end of the introductions for Chapters 13–20. Chapter 21, 
Argument, has an entirely multimodal argument cluster  —  Body Image: 
How We See Ourselves  —  offered online. You will find an introduction 
to this argument cluster on pages 609–10, along with directions for 
accessing the online cluster.

Chapter 22, A Brief Guide to Writing a Research Paper, offers an 
annotated MLA-style student research paper, “An Argument for 
Corporate Responsibility,” and an annotated APA-style student re-
search paper, “The Role of Spirituality and Religion in Mental Health” 
(available online). This chapter provides clear guidance on establishing 
a realistic schedule for a research project, conducting research on the 
Internet using directory and keyword searches, evaluating sources, 
 analyzing sources, developing a working bibliography, taking useful 
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notes, and using MLA and APA citation styles to document your 
paper. This chapter, in combination with Chapter 10, Writing with 
Sources, helps you build confidence in your academic writing skills.

Models for Writers provides information, instruction, and practice 
in writing effective essays. By reading thoughtfully and critically and by 
applying the writing strategies and techniques you observe other writers 
using, you will learn to write more expressively and effectively.
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9

C H A P T E R  1

The Writing Process

The essays in this book will help you understand the elements of 
good writing and provide ample opportunity for you to practice writ-
ing in response to the model essays. As you write your essays, pay 
attention to your writing process. This chapter focuses on the stages 
of the writing process — prewriting, writing the first draft, revising, 
editing, and proofreading. It concludes with a sample of one student’s 
writing process that you can model your own writing after. The strat-
egies suggested in this chapter for each stage of the writing process 
will help you overcome many of the challenges you may face while 
writing essays.

■ PREWRITING

Writers rarely rely on inspiration alone to produce an effective piece 
of writing. Good writers prewrite or plan, write the first draft, revise, 
edit, and proofread. It is worth remembering, however, that often the 
process is recursive, moving back and forth among the five stages. 
Moreover, writing is personal; no two people go about it exactly the 
same way. Still, it is possible to learn the steps in the process and 
thereby have a reliable method for undertaking a writing task.

Reading can give you ideas and information, of course. But read-
ing also helps expand your knowledge of the organizational patterns 
available to you; consequently, it can help direct all your prewriting 
activities. During prewriting, you select your subject and topic, gather 
ideas and information, and determine the thesis and organizational 
pattern or patterns you will use. Once you have worked through the 
prewriting process, you will be ready to start on your first draft. Let’s 
explore how this works.
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10  CHAPTER 1 – THE WRITING PROCESS

Understand Your Assignment

When you first receive an assignment, read it over several times to 
make sure you understand what you are being asked to do. Try restat-
ing the assignment in your own words to make sure you understand 
it. For example, consider the following assignments:

 1. Narrate an experience that taught you that every situation has at 
least two sides.

 2. Explain what is meant by theoretical modeling in the social 
 sciences.

 3. Write a persuasive essay in which you support or refute the fol-
lowing proposition: “Violence in the media is in large part re-
sponsible for an increase in violence in American society today.”

Each of these assignments asks you to write in different ways. The 
first assignment asks you to tell the story of an event that showed you 
that every situation has more than one perspective. To complete the 
assignment, you might choose simply to narrate the event, or you 
might choose to analyze it in depth. In either case, you will need  to 
explain to your reader how you came to this new understanding of 
multiple perspectives and why it was important to you. The second 
assignment asks you to explain what theoretical modeling is and why 
it is used. To accomplish this assignment, you will first need to read 
about the concept to gain a thorough understanding of it, and then 
you’ll need to define it in your own words and explain its purpose 
and usefulness to your readers. You will also want to demonstrate the 
abstract concept with concrete examples to help your readers under-
stand it. Finally, the third assignment asks you to take a position on a 
controversial issue for which there are many studies on both sides of 
the question. You will need to research the studies, consider the 
 evidence they present, and then take a stand of your own. Your argu-
ment will necessarily have to draw on the sources and evidence you 
have researched, and you will need to refute the arguments and evi-
dence presented by those experts who take an opposing position.

If, after reading the assignment several times, you are still unsure 
about what is being asked of you or about any additional require-
ments of the assignment, such as length or format, be sure to consult 
with your instructor.
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Choose a Subject Area, and Focus on a Topic

Although you will usually be given specific assignments in your 
writing course, you may sometimes have the freedom to write on 
any subject that interests you. In such a case, you may already have 
a specific idea in mind. For example, if you are interested in sports, 
you might argue against the use of performance-enhancing drugs 
by athletes. What happens, however, when you are free to choose 
your own subject and cannot think of anything to write about? If 
you find yourself in this situation, begin by determining a broad 
subject that you might enjoy writing about — a general subject like 
medical ethics, amateur sports, or foreign travel. Also consider 
what you’ve recently read — essays in Models for Writers, for example — 
or your career ambitions when choosing a subject. Select several 
likely subjects, and let your mind explore their potential for inter-
esting topics. Your goal is to arrive at an appropriately narrowed 
topic.

A topic is the specific part of a subject on which a writer focuses. 
Subjects such as the environment, literature, and sports are too broad 
to be dealt with adequately in a single essay. Entire books are written 
about these and other subjects. Start with your broad subject, and make 
it more specific.

Suppose, for example, you select farming and advertising as pos-
sible subject areas. The examples on the following page illustrate how 
to narrow these broad subjects into manageable topics. Notice how 
each successive topic is more narrowed than the one before it. Moving 
from the general to the specific, the topics become appropriate for 
 essay-length writing.

In moving from a broad subject to a particular topic, you should 
take into account any assigned constraints on length or format. You 
will also want to consider the amount of time you have to write. 
These practical considerations will affect the scope of your topic.

 macmillanhighered.com/mfw12e
 LearningCurve > Topics and Main Ideas
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12  CHAPTER 1 – THE WRITING PROCESS

Get Ideas and Collect Information

Once you have found your topic, you will need to determine what 
you want to say about it. The best way to do this is to gather infor-
mation. Your ideas about a topic must be supported by information, 
such as facts and examples. The information you gather about a topic 
will influence your ideas about the topic and what you want to say. 
Here are some of the ways you can gather information:
 1. Brainstorm. Jot down the things you know about a topic, freely as-

sociating ideas and information as a way to explore the topic and 
its possibilities. (See p. 38 for an example.) Don’t censor or edit 
your notes, and don’t worry about spelling or punctuation. Don’t 
write your notes in list form because such an organization will 
imply a hierarchy of ideas, which may hamper your creativity and 

Narrowing Subjects to Topics

VERY
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SPECIFIC
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