Mission Possible: Teaching the Art of Thinking 
Writing is simple: string together into words the letters one learned as a child.  Use a dictionary if necessary.  Order these words in accordance with the grammatical rules of the language of choice.  No need to worry—an error here and there will not cause anyone to be labeled illiterate; even Ph.Ds screw up from time to time.  

That’s all there is to it, and for the most part students don’t give writing a second look.  Anyone, after all, can do it.  Just put pen to paper and let it roll.  

So an inability to write out words, sentences and paragraphs is obviously not the reason students come to the writing lab.  Yes, yes, tutors help students out with spelling, punctuation and grammar from time to time, but as we so regularly, emphatically and unanimously proclaim, we are not here to teach grammar. 

Nor are we here to give the students something to write about.  Every student who walks through our doors, even if they themselves do not believe it, carries within him or her the material for ten thousand—nay, a million—essays, books and articles.  Even the most academically indifferent student has something to say, though at times a tutor will have to coax the student into divulging this wealth of experience.  This “bringing out” of a student’s stories and ideas is an important part of the tutor-student relationship, but while this may be the prime issue for some students, most encounter their greatest difficulties when it comes time to organize their ideas in a coherent, logical pattern.

So if we are not teaching the mechanics of writing or telling students what to think, then why do students come to us?  What are we giving them?  It is my contention that what we offer our students, what we are trying to train them in, is a mode of thinking.  

This method of thought is fundamental to Western civilization.  It is intrinsic to the sciences and is the foundation of all discourse within the humanities.  Without it Western civilization as formulated by the Renaissance and Enlightenment thinkers of Western Europe would not exist.  Without an understanding of this method of thought, no person can adequately grasp or appreciate the uniqueness of Western culture, nor consider him or herself fully literate in this culture.  An inability to effectively use it is a handicap greater than the loss of a hand or limb.

What I am speaking of is deductive logic, the technique of formulating an argument for or against something on the basis of accepted and proven facts.  The following is a very simple example of this type of reasoning:

Premise 1: All English A students can read.

Premise 2: John is an English A student.

Conclusion: John can read.
A more elaborate syllogism, this to convince the reader that in order to correct deficiencies in cultural literacy among students more Shakespeare must be taught, is:  

Premise 1: Cultural literacy involves the ability to make sense of the symbols,

motifs and allusions of literature.

Premise 2: Among literary figures, no one is more often alluded to than Shakespeare.

Preliminary conclusion: Cultural literacy requires a knowledge of Shakespeare.

Premise 3: Many students are not sufficiently culturally literate.

Premise 4: This deficiency is due to a lack of knowledge of Shakespeare.

Conclusion: Students, in order to be fully culturally literate, must have greater 

knowledge of Shakespeare.

(Some readers may quibble with the fourth premise—“maybe the deficiency is due to a lack of knowledge of Dante”—but sometimes an argument that is logically compelling rests upon false or suspect premises, and so comes to an ambiguous conclusion.  The point here is simply to illustrate the structure.)

Granted, many high school and college papers do not employ a logical construct like the above in their papers.  Narrative essays (“What did you do in France last summer?”) and many expository works do not require any particular type of logic, deductive or inductive.  Using the present paper as an example, my interest here is not to prove a thesis—I am taking it for granted that many, even most, papers make use of logic in some way or other.  My purpose, rather, is to point out common problems in student papers and to recommend a conceptual tool that can help solve these problems. 

In actual classroom work, the syllogism is often simplified to a list of three or four points on behalf of some position, and the order of the points may not even be vital to the position being defended.  The result is the classic “five-paragraph essay,” the form of which appears as follows:

Introduction and thesis

Paragraph 1 (1st premise)

Paragraph 2 (2nd premise)

Paragraph 3 (3rd premise)

Paragraph X (xth premise)

Conclusion

This structure, like the syllogism, is a heuristic tool, a method of thought with the specific purpose of using deductive logic and empirical fact to prove a point.  It is a way of organizing and connecting information and ideas, binding them into a strong and unified piece, like a well-constructed machine.  It is not meant to take the place of imagination, brainstorming, research, note taking, or any other practice whereby the raw material of an essay is generated.    

But what students too often fail to grasp is that regardless of whether their ideas are good or not, to make themselves understood, to be able to defend their beliefs and opinions in public debate, they must have an effective means of organizing their ideas, or else their arguments will sound hollow, unfocused, confused and inconsequential.  These weaknesses are the standard failings of student essays at all levels of academia, and they emerge because students are either not aware of the syllogism as a tool, or do not know how to make proper use of it. As a result, student essays suffer chronically from two problems: lack of focus, and absence of logical coherence.  

It is the function of the introduction, more specifically the thesis, to provide focus.  The thesis is a statement of purpose and direction, without which the text is like a headless chicken, doomed to run about without reason or goal. Yet how many teachers of composition have encountered this kind of “thesis”: “My essay is about gun control” or “I believe in democracy”?  The inevitable (and necessary) response to such a so-called thesis is “What about gun control?”  “What about democracy?”  Students need to realize that when bland generalizations masquerade as theses, they offer neither focus nor direction, and in fact serve only to confuse writer and reader.    

A concise, well-written thesis immediately gives a paper direction.  In fact, I believe that when a student thoroughly understands what a thesis is and what its role is in a composition, a paper can just about write itself.  But, as the examples above point out, many students do not know what a thesis is, and cannot even differentiate between the subject of their paper and its thesis.  (In which case they usually do not have one.)

When I see this is the case, I ask the student what his paper is about.  Maybe the student will reply “It’s about bilingual education.”  At which point I will draw a circle and write the following:   


I then ask the student if this is his thesis.  An equivocal response such as “I guess so” or “Well if it isn’t, what is it?” is common at this point.  Then I may ask the student to define the term “thesis,” whereupon more squirming and waffling convinces both of us that he doesn’t know.  Perhaps then I will say something helpful like, “Well, if you look real hard, you may find a dictionary over there on the shelf…”  

In the ragged black American College Dictionary (c. 1951) that has been floating around the writing lab for some time, the following definition for thesis can be found: “a proposition laid down or stated, especially one to be discussed and proved or to be maintained against objections.”  Often the student and I must discuss and clarify this definition, but the point I try to focus on is that a thesis is something that has to be proven and maintained, that can potentially be disproven, or at least argued over.  

Looking the student in the eye, I then ask as a matter of course: “Is ‘My paper is about bilingual education’ a thesis?”  To which the inevitable reply is “No.”

“Why not?”

“’Cause there’s nothing to argue about.  That’s just your subject.”

“So what is that statement then?”

“The subject.”     

Revising our diagram, I write: 


“So what’s your thesis going to be?” I next ask.  “What do you think about bilingual education?”

“Well, I think it doesn’t help very much.  I mean, it only slowed me down…”

“Okay, so how can we formulate a thesis out of that?”

The student then, in a worse case scenario, may come up with something like this:  “Bilingual education is bad for students.”

And I will ask:  “Can someone argue for or against this statement?”

“Yes.”

“Is it a thesis?”

“Yes.”  

And I, of course, agree with this assessment.  But then I say: “Is it a good thesis?”  Granted the vague, subjective nature of the word “good,” I still believe it is possible to determine whether or not a thesis is “good.”  And in fact, when faced with a lame thesis statement like “abortion is bad” or “doctor assisted suicide is immoral”, students invariably know it is “not good.”  

“So how can we make it a better thesis?” I ask, and this question will be followed by a discussion about not being general, about being clear, and about being specific.  After all is said and done we may arrive (in a best case scenario) at something like this: “Bilingual education not only does not help students learn English, it actually retards their growth in the language and slows their integration into the mainstream culture.”  

I again revise our diagram: 

 

Now we have arrived at not only an understanding of two vital terms, but have established the introduction or “head” of the essay—what it is about, and what it specifically intends to say.  In other words, we have discovered focus.

But a smart introduction and precise thesis statement will mean little if they are not followed by a body of coherently written paragraphs that support them.  I think most teachers of composition have seen papers that begin talking about one thing and then, by twists of digression, end up somewhere quite different.  This, I think, is the result of students not understanding the need for logical coherence. 

The function of the body of the text (the paragraphs containing the premises) is to support the thesis, as a body and neck support a head.  The arrangement of the premises should be logically linear, i.e. each should have a reason for being in the essay, for being where it is, and together they should by force of logic give birth to the conclusion.  When points are made in appropriate progression and inevitably arrive at the conclusion, then that magical sensation of “flow” arises that so many student papers lack.  Consider, for example, how ineffective the above argument for more teaching of Shakespeare would be if it were presented this way, without concern for any internal order:

Premise 1: The deficiency in student cultural literacy is due to a lack of knowledge of Shakespeare.
Premise 2: Cultural literacy involves the ability to make sense of the symbols, motifs and allusions 

of literature.

Premise 3: Among literary figures, no one is more often alluded to than Shakespeare.

Premise 4: Many students are not sufficiently culturally literate.

Conclusion: Students, in order to be fully culturally literate, must have greater knowledge of Shakespeare.

The premises are stated randomly, and the conclusion does not naturally follow from their structure (regardless of whether one agrees with the suspect first premise or not). Yes, any intelligent reader can figure out what the writer is trying to say, but that is only because the argument is depicted on a small scale.  Suppose this were a paper of five or more pages, with fifteen or more paragraphs, some of which did not contain a premise relating to the thesis or any premise at all.  Suddenly, discovering the author’s real intentions and reasons for believing what he or she believes would become very problematic.  And yet every single teacher of English A or 1, and every tutor in the writing lab, has seen papers like this.  Plainly this is not due to a lack of literacy or ideas, but to a failure to master the essentials of logical analysis and argument.

When faced with a body of text like this, the first thing I do with the student is check the thesis.  Assuming a strong and precise thesis has been established, we next read through the paper paragraph by paragraph.  Using the metaphor of a house, I say that the thesis is like the foundation, the paragraphs like walls, and the sentences like bricks.  As one weak wall can bring the whole structure down, so even one weak brick threatens a wall.  If a paragraph (or group of paragraphs together) does not contain a premise, i.e. does not directly lend support and proof to the thesis, it has to be changed or gotten rid of.  If a sentence within that paragraph does not explain or elaborate the paragraph’s premise, it, too, has to be changed or gotten rid of.  There can be no mercy for slack paragraphs and useless sentences. 

Problems in the first paragraph usually begin with the first sentence.  Every paragraph exists to illustrate and empower a premise, and that premise is almost always best stated in the first sentence of the paragraph.  I often tell my students it is like a miniature thesis.  The job of the rest of the paragraph is to support that premise.  The problem with many student papers is that the main point of the paragraph (if there is one) is often not stated until half way through it, or, worse still, there may be two or more points (premises) in the paragraph.  Or perhaps none at all!  

Consider the following paragraph from a student’s essay on how the lack of TV would affect his life:

Last year when I was living on the dorms my friends tell me if I wanted to play basketball, I denied, not because I’m not good at basketball, I consider myself as an average player, but denied to see MTV’s top ten videos of the day.  I was in my dorm room eating ruffles and drinking sprite.  My friends were actually doing something better than I was and when I think back of that I feel that I miss some times with my friends and you don’t get that many times to be with them.  I don’t regret anything from last year because living on the dorms was a great experience but the only thing I regret is having cable in my room.

By the end of the paragraph it is obvious the student is trying to say he wasted his time watching TV when he could have been out playing basketball with his friends.  But this is apparent only after the entire paragraph has been read through and thought over.  If the premise is “TV wastes time that could be better spent doing other things,” then the paragraph is very weak because the premise is never clearly stated.  Also, there are phrases (bad bricks) that bring up issues having absolutely nothing to do with the subject of the essay—for example, whether or not the writer is a good basketball player, or how meaningful an experience dorm life was.

In a case like the above paragraph, the best thing to do is have the student restate and, if necessary, explain the thesis.  Then read over the errant paragraph together and ask the student to state, in one or two sentences, exactly what the premise of the paragraph is.  Then ask how that premise supports the thesis.  If the student decides the paragraph really has no premise, or that its premise is irrelevant to the paper, it can be excised altogether.  But if there does seem to be a valid premise worth keeping, then the student and teacher together need to read the paragraph and mark out whatever sentences and words don’t belong.  After that, some additional writing may be required to make explicit whatever important points were merely implicit before. 

Now compare the above paragraph to that following, which is the second paragraph in a student essay attempting to answer the question: “What’s the significance of a history class?”  The answer to the question, and what emerges as the thesis, is stated as: “‘Consider the past and you shall know the future,’ is a Chinese proverb that helps us understand why history classes are important to us.  [Studying] about the past is the same as [studying] about the future.”  In support of this the student writes:

The past has a lot of information that we need for the future.  Let’s take China for example.  From as early as 1500 BC to 1911 AD, China had a lot of dynasties.  Each dynasty’s past is very valuable to the next dynasty.  Valuable in a sense that would make them a better ruler than the past emperor.  By knowing about he past dynasties, this new dynasty will know how they should rule.  If the last emperor was a ruthless man, who treats the people badly, the new emperor would try not to be like him.  He would try and be a good, kind ruler so that the people would like him, thus he would be able to rule longer.  In addition he would also try not to do all the wrong things that the previous emperor did.  With this knowledge of the past emperor, the new emperor’s dynasty would last longer, and be better.

Ignoring for the sake of argument the vaguely worded thesis, the ineloquent manner of expression, and the dubious assertions, as far as structure goes this paragraph is far superior to the one above.  The first sentence—“The past has a lot of information that we need for the future”—serves as the premise of the paragraph.  Everything written afterwards supports and elaborates the premise.  No words or phrases are irrelevant in the way that the first writer’s basketball skills and opinions on dorm life were irrelevant.  The only remaining thing to be done is to point out to the student that history is not a constant and linear march of progress, and so while the premise may be valid, its support is weak.   

If each paragraph is coherently written, i.e. it has one and only one premise and its body supports that premise, and each paragraph’s premise serves to support the thesis, then the next most likely problem a student will encounter will be an inability to properly order the premises.  Fortunately, this is not as common a problem as not having a thesis, or having incoherent and/or irrelevant paragraphs.  As noted above, many papers simply require a list of premises that support the thesis and their order is relatively inconsequential.  

But sometimes the order is important.  For example, suppose the thesis of a paper was “Animals should not be used in scientific research.”  The following premises might be supplied in support of this:

Premise 1: Much of the data from animal experimentation is not applicable to human beings. 

Premise 2: Fortunately, there are alternatives to the use of animals in tests.

Premise 3: Those alternatives are cheaper than using actual animals.

Premise 4: Animals, like humans, have rights to life, liberty and the pursuit of their own happiness and well-being.

Premise 5: It is immoral to purposely inflict pain and suffering upon conscious organisms.

Conclusion: Use of animals in scientific research is an unnecessary and immoral practice and should be halted.

If one were to take premises four and five, and switch them with premises one, two and three, it would make little difference to the impact of the argument.  The syllogism still holds because the structure is loose; the last two premises do not depend upon the first three, and vice versa.  Actually, premises four and five also could switch places without weakening the argument’s coherence or the strength of the conclusion.  For these reasons, we can say that this argument is not as tightly reasoned as the once concerning Shakespeare and education.  (This fact, however, need not necessarily make it any less compelling.)  

But look at the first three premises.  If their present order were switched, the argument might read:

Premise 1: The alternatives to animal testing are cheaper than using actual animals.

Premise 2: There are alternatives to the use of animals in tests.

Premise 3: Much of the data from animal experimentation is not applicable to human beings.

Presenting them in this fashion automatically weakens the new first premise, because the reader will not yet be convinced that there are valid alternatives to the use of real animals.  Even after reading the second premise, although the first premise may now seem acceptable, the reader may still feel that enough useful data can be gleaned from animal experimentation to justify its use.  This belief will not be shaken from the reader’s mind until he comes to the third premise, by which time the author’s inability to cogently argue his point may have caused the reader to doubt his authority and credibility.  The author will have lost the battle to persuade.  

Unfortunately, the ability to see why one order of premises is superior to another is not something that can be taught easily.  The sense of what is logical and reasonable comes from many years of immersion in a culture of rational discourse, where one is constantly challenged to think for oneself, to explain what one believes, and to justify why one thinks as one does.  An academic curriculum requiring critical reasoning, research, and familiarity with the standards of discourse in the humanities and sciences is essential for students to become proficient in this style of thinking.

So what does one do with a student from a different country, or from a subculture where this way of thinking is not used or valued?  Mostly, it depends on the character and background of the student.  The more educated a student is, the more likely the above method of thinking will be at least somewhat familiar to him or her.  Even if the student’s educational level is not high, a strong desire to learn and a quick mind can accomplish wonders.  But most important, it is necessary for a teacher or tutor to be patient, and to realize that a way of thinking is in fact a way of living, a culture in and of itself, and people do not adapt to new cultures overnight. 

Assuming, however, that a strong thesis has been formulated, and that relevant premises are adequately supported and arranged in the most effective possible manner, what is one to do concerning that part of the essay students groan about the most—the conclusion?  The importance of the conclusion to the rest of the paper should be readily apparent.  It is the last word, the roof upon the walls (to complete our earlier metaphor).  It is the point where we arrive at our destination, convinced (hopefully) that the author has made a good case, and made it well.  Even more than that, it has to show us that the whole process was meaningful, and not just a trite exercise in literary footwork.  The conclusion’s failure to accomplish these goals may make even a strongly formulated argument fall flat, like a pregnancy without a birth. 

But here, as it turns out, the worst enemy to a strong paper is not the student’s own lack of eloquence or reasoning skills, but misinformation from his teachers.  The standard claim students make for the conclusion is that “it is supposed to restate the thesis.”  In fact, a sizable percentage of student essays have conclusions that say nothing substantively different from the introduction, and apparently this is how the “five-paragraph essay” is taught in most high schools.

The results of this bad advice are “conclusions” such as the following, taken from the essays mentioned above:

Life without television would be great, something different, I could spend more time with my family, friends and my education.  Those three aspects are really important in my life, so for one day I’m not going to watch any t.v. and I hope I realized that life without television is not that bad after all.

Everybody at some point of time uses something in the past for their benefit.  You learn from the mistakes that you made in the past.  The past is our key to the future.  Without it our future will not exist. 

Consider also this final paragraph, from an essay entitled “Why My Cat Poopie Is So Unique?”:

Poopie is now a year old and had changed in many ways.  About 3 months ago we had her fixed, because we didn’t want any more kittens in the apartment complex.  Ever since then Poopie seems like she doesn’t have as much energy and doesn’t like to play as much any more.  I guess in some way she is growing up.  It really does not matter because she is still as unique as the day we found her.

These are all from essays written by university students in university English classes.  Aside from the frightening inattention to good (or even mediocre) prose, the most notable thing about the paragraphs is their total lack of reflection.  Nothing of any importance is said in any of them that was not already said in previous paragraphs.  If my supposition is correct that the syllogism is the basis of the five-paragraph essay, then we need not seek far for an answer to the burning question of why academic essays are taught this way. 

In the simple syllogism

All English A students can read.

John is an English A student.

Therefore, John can read.
the whole argument drives towards the conclusion, “John can read.”  If this argument is transposed into the five (or, in this case four) paragraph essay, the thesis has to be “John can read”—a valid thesis, since it may be, for whatever reason, a point of contention—and the premises prove that it is a true thesis.  The conclusion screams for its restatement, and what else could the conclusion possibly say anyway?  The argument thus reads like this: 

Thesis: John can read.

Premise 1: All English A students can read.

Premise 2: John is an English A student.

Conclusion:  John can read.
The result is the same pattern that appears in student essay after student essay ad nauseam —just as in the examples above.  Which leads me to the inevitable questions that I pose to every student who tells me that his conclusion should be only a recycled rendition of his introduction: Why bother?  Why bore me with repetition?  Why not just write “See above, first paragraph” at the end of the paper and spare me the effort? 

Sometimes students see the point I’m making.  Sometimes they don’t.  No matter what, I quickly proceed to the following analogy: An essay is a nonfiction book in miniature.  Scale and complexity are the chief differences, not the methods of thought and argument.  In a book, theses still must be proposed and explained, premises supplied and supported, and coherent, orderly arguments made.  But suppose a nonfiction book is six hundred pages long.  It may have fifteen chapters, including the introduction and conclusion, with each section averaging forty pages.  If the first forty pages are required to introduce and state the thesis (a not uncommon situation in a book that size), would we expect then that the last chapter—the last forty pages—would say only what was said in the introduction?  

When I ask this of a student, the response is invariably, “No, of course not.”  I agree and say further that such a book would never get published, and no one would want to read the last forty pages.  (So why bother writing them?)  By this time a student will often be genuinely frustrated because he or she has become aware that they have been simply following a formula—a bad formula—and they sincerely want to know what they can do to make their paper better.  

At this point it is important to talk about what makes an essay meaningful.  Suppose the prompt for the student’s paper centers around the question: “What was the most important event in your life and why?”  Maybe the student will answer with an account of the time she found an injured dog by the side of the road and took it to the veterinarian.  Perhaps the dog later became the family pet and a close friend.  Maybe one night it chased off a thief.  Regardless of what the event was, the student will have to elaborate upon its effects to show why she thinks it was so important.  And maybe the paper will end by saying, “Saving the little mutt was the best thing I ever did.” 

I might then ask, “If someone other than the teacher who assigned this paper to you reads it, how meaningful will it be to them?”  If I have to clarify myself, I might also say, “The person who reads it doesn’t know you, never heard of you.  After they read the paper, why should they care about your saving this mutt, or about its protecting your family?”

The usual response to these kinds of questions is more confusion.  Most students simply aren’t aware of how frequently teachers read their papers and then say to themselves, “So what?  Why should I care?”  The reason for this is that the paper, specifically the conclusion, does not take the audience into account.  It is writer-centered as opposed to reader-centered, and does nothing to make itself significant to the reader or to draw some more vital and universal meaning from the specific case it is dealing with.

To encourage the student in this case to think further about the meaning of her act, simple questions like the following would be helpful: “How did this small act of kindness affect your character in the long run?” or “What does this say about the meaning of altruism?” or “Why is helping an animal or a person considered a good thing?”  Such questions facilitate reflection and give the student a chance to see the larger implications of the subject of her essay.  And here is where the meat of a conclusion can be found.

If the student has come this far and sincerely thought about what saving that dog meant and why it was so important an action, she can see that a conclusion has far more potential than being merely a bland and irrelevant restatement of the introduction and thesis.  The conclusion is what links the specific experience of the writer to the heart and mind of anyone who reads about the experience.  Its goal is to make the particular general, even universal.  It proclaims a message or moral or law or lesson that people can relate to.  When a paper does this, teachers don’t yawn and say, “So what?” 

Having gone on at such length about how to write an essay, I don’t want to give the impression that I believe this is the only way an essay can be constructed.  This structure is not a panacea for all the ailments that beset student compositions, nor is it a formula to be dogmatically clung to.  It is simply a way of thinking, and as I noted above, different cultures, more than simply having different ways of thinking, are different ways of thinking.  Every nation holds to its own, unique standard.  For hundreds of years scholarly discourse in China and Korea was what might be called “circular”—a point was proven by eliminating all of its alternatives.  The argument circled in towards its goal, and the end of a paper might not even state the conclusion; to anyone familiar with that form of argument, it would have already become obvious.  In Europe, too, there are variations; the French allow for far more digression than does the model I have been discussing.

Our model might be termed “linear,” and this is the typical characterization of Anglo-American thought.  Inasmuch as it is merely one among many ways of thinking, it is neither “wrong” nor “right.”  However, it is the standard in this culture, and just as a work written in this tradition might have appeared incomplete or underdeveloped to a Korean scholar of a century or two ago, so his writings would seem to us unfocused and disorganized.  

The lesson offered by these facts is simple: to be fully culturally literate one must absorb and be able to make use of the dominant thought paradigm of one’s culture.  To fail to do so is to risk becoming marginalized, or worse still, ostracized.  When one considers that roughly half of all freshman students entering California State University campuses in 1998 failed the English Placement Test (EPT)( and so required remedial courses in composition, it becomes obvious how urgent it is for today’s students to master the method of academic discourse I have been describing.  While it may make educators feel good to encourage students to “roam free” in their thinking, “to express themselves” and “be creative,” I would argue that it is precisely this laissez-faire attitude, when taught without reference to intellectual discipline and rigor, that is to blame for the erosion of students’ abilities to think critically.

A mastery of writing, like any craft, comes from extensive training and practice.  Once the basics have been thoroughly comprehended, a student can experiment with various forms, and even, when the creative moment calls for it, break them.  But even Franz Liszt, perhaps the greatest pianist of all time, had a piano instructor, learned his keys and notes, and practiced simple pieces before attempting more complex and ambitious works.  Nobody can avoid this process of moving from the elementary and formulaic to something more complex and free.  Hopefully, by approaching the teaching of writing in the manner I have advocated, educators will be better able to help their students make this transition. 
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