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AN ANNOTATED STUDENT INTRODUCTION:
PROVIDING A CONTEXT FOR A THESIS

We trace these four steps below in our analysis of the opening paragraph
of a student’s essay. Motivating his argument is his sense that conte:mgrap S
writers and educators may not fully grasp the issues that limit the omo
tunities for low-income youth to attend college. His own family st Opplor-
financially, and he argues that a fuller appreciation of the probleins mgﬁ .
educators partner with families to advise youth in more informed \\?\2 ¥
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;g Deluca (2011), it i
clear that these opinions are grounded in reality, —

Of nearly 3,000 surveyed “cllege non-enrolees,” rough

50 percent attributed their withdrawal from th . o
: . e education system

to either the high cost of college education or the desire to look
for work ar-1d embark along their chosen career path. However,
fOTIthOSE like me, who believe strongly that higher education is
a right that ought to be available to all students, McArdle’s and
others’ assertions add to the list of physical and social barriers
that keep students of poorer backgrounds from pursuing their
educational aspirations. The ability to pay for college may not be
the only consideration keeping students from exploring higher
education. Instead, researchers have overlooked the extent to
which knowledge (or the lack of it) of college costs and awareness
of different financing options (such as grants, scholarships, and
loans) may preemptively alter the way in which children envision
themselves within the college experience.

In many cities where the median household income
often hovers slightly above $30,000, college is, according
to some educators, a pipedream to which nearly every family
aspires, but most are not convinced this goal will ever become a
reality (United States Census Bureau). Indeed, with the average
cost of a college education rising to upwards of $20,000, it is
unclear whether this dream will, in fact, come true. Although
parents have a strong desire to send their kids to college, the
financial numbers do not seem to add up. While educators have
tended to leave parents responsible for educating their children
on the financial realities of higher education, researchers such as
Elliot, Sherraden, Johnson, and Guo (2010) make the case that
awareness of college costs makes its way into the worldview

of students as young as second grade. In light of this work, it

becomes important to note that the large price tag of a college

149



150

He uses research
to understand
further a problem
that others may
have overlooked or
ignored.

Citing a key study,
the student
underscores a gap
in the research,
again signaled by
‘however.”

He adopts a frame
through which to
think about the
issue and narrow
his focus.

He begins to offer a
solution to a problem
researchers have not
fully appreciated.

CHAPTER 6

| FROM FORMULATING TO DEVELOPING A THES|s

O'Neil| 3

degree may have implications that ‘spreac'! far beyolnd a particular
family’s capacity to fund their children’s education. As the
recent research of Bozick and Deluca (2011) suggests, the cost
of college is changing and challenging the way students begin to
examine the purpose and necessity of college education. College
costs are diminishing one’s access to college in more ways thap,
restricting their ability to foot the bill. For low-income studens
and their families, for whom every day is filled with financia|
burdens of all sorts, high college costs are changing the way
they perceive college as an institution.

The correlation between the college choice process and
students’ perceptions of the cost of higher education is not an
unexamined phenomenon. Many researchers have looked at
the ways in which the cost of a college education affects the
ways low-income students begin to foster a relationship with
the college system. The existing body of research, however, has
tended to focus solely on high school students, students who are
mere months away from beginning the college search process.
According to Cabrera and La Nasa (2000), the college choice
process actually begins much earlier, commencing between the
time a child enters middle school and embarks upon his or her
high school journey. It is this process that ultimately dictates

the level of college access a particular student does or does not
have. Therefore, my study will focus primarily on what Cabrera
and La Nasa (2000) termed the “predisposition” stage. Between
grades seven and nine, predisposition draws upon parental
encouragement, socioeconomic status, and “information about
college.” Along the trajectory set in place by Cabrera and
La Nasa (2000), these factors have a profound influence on
the search and choice stages of the college-access process.
Recognizing the interrelational nature of these different stages,
that is, both how they are different and how each one builds
upon the other, is key to navigating the ill-defined nature of the
pre-collegiate experience.

Given the findings of prior research, it is important to push
back the discussion about college affordability and college access
to examine how the notion of cost impacts the fragile, emerging
relationship that middle school students are just beginning to
develop. To recognize how students begin to understand college




r

NOTATED SIULENT INTRODUCTION; preyy
ANAN DING A CONTExy
FOR A THess

O'Neill 4

151

Hert
)

,:0 ”".W:::a and students to think early about th
ficting po possibilities that exist to help childr

akes d "
MM'T‘MGhim important to create programs that e

s Establish That the Issue Is Current and Relevant

[deally, you should convey to readers that the issue you are discussing is bot]
current (what’s on people’s minds) and relevant EOF sufficiem‘i mfoltz'tr?é(:
to have generated some discussion and written conversation). In lhe‘f irst
two sentences of the first paragraph, O'Neill explains that the o i
college costs has not only become a focus of national attention, evidenced
in the Newsweek article he cites, but has motivated writers 1o question
whether the cost to low-income families is a worthwhile investment. In the
next sentence, he explains that the author of this article, Megan McArdle,
is not alone in challenging some widely held assumptions about the value
of attending college. In fact, O'Neill indicates that McArdle “joins a chorus
of voices calling upon a reevaluation of the current educational pipeline
at a time when the number of American students who are ill-prepared to
face the rigors of a college curriculum has increased.” Thus, O'Neill dem-
onstrates that the issue he focuses on is part of a lively conversation and
debate that has captured the imagination of many writers at the time he
was writing about college access.

# Briefly Present What Others Have Said

Itis important to introduce who has said what in the conversation you are
entering. After all, you are joining that conversation to make your contri-
bution, and those ;vh o are in that conversation expect you (o have done
vour homework and acknowledge those who have already made important

contributions.
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O'Neill's choice of sources and his presentation of them convey that he is

knowledgeable about his subject. (Of course, it is his readers’ responsibil-
ity to read [urther to determine whether he has reviewed the most relevant
work and has presented the ideas of others accurately. If he has, readers
will trust him, whether or not they end up agreeing with him on the issue\J

= Explain What You See as the Problem

If a review indicates a problem, as O'Neill’s review does, the problem can
often Pe couched in terms of the models we discussed earlier: misinter-
pr"eta-llon5, gaps, modiflication, or hypothesis testing. In par.agra h 4
O'Neill identifies what he sees as a gap in how journalists and 1'656’1[‘};[’161'5‘
appr.oach the cost of attending college and the question of “whetlfler col-
lege is necessary to lifelong success.” He suggests that such a view is the
consequence of a gap in knowledge (notice our underlining): ‘

The existing body of research, however, has tended to focus solely on high school
students, students who are mere months away from beginning the college search
process. According to Cabrera and La Nasa (2000), the college choice F?JCESS
actually begins much earlier, commencing between the time a child pt middle
school and embarks upon his or her high school journey, e
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¢ State Your Thesis

An gf{tjclll"v’.t‘ l.h.CSlIS‘ Sl‘allt.‘mt‘nt helps readers see the reasoning behind a
writer’s claim; 1} 4150 signals what readers should look for in the remainder
of the essay. O'Neill closes Paragraph 5 wigh 5 Statement that speaks to
both the purpose and the substance of whg he writes:

Although educators may argue that American education ought to revert to an old,
draconian system of vocational education, Preparing low-income students to enter

In your own writing, you can make use of the sir
uses in his essay. Words like although, however,
can set up the problem you identify, Her
writes: “One might argue that vocational programs may provide a reason-
able alternative to meeting the needs of low-income students for whom
college seems unaffordable and out of reach; however [but, vet], such an
approach ignores the range of possibilities that exist for changing poli-
cies to ensure that all children have access to a college education.”

Steps to Establishing a Context for a Thesis

il Establish that the issue is current and relevant. Point out the
extent to which others have recognized the problem, issue, or
question that you are writing about.

ategies that O’'Neill
but, instead, and vet
€ is a variation on what O’'Neill

Bl Briefly present what others have said. Explain how others have
addressed the problem, issue, or question you are focusing on.

Bl Explain what you see as the problem. Identify what is open to
dispute.

O State your thesis. Help readers see your purpose and how you
intend to achieve it—by correcting a misconception, filling a gap,
modifying a claim others have accepted, or stating an hypothesis.

¥‘_
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3 Have you identified any

At this point, what is your take on the issue? Try drafting a
working thesis statement that will present readers with some-
thing new to think about, building on and extending what
others have argued. In drafting your thesis statement, try out the
models discussed in this chapter and see if one is an especially

good fit:

* Misinterpretations model: “Although many scholars
have argued about A and B, a careful examination
suggests C.”

. G‘_‘p model: “Although scholars have noted A and B, they have
missed the importance of C.”

. Mod;-ﬁ‘ca.zion model: "Although I agree with A and Bi deas of
Ot'}l}]el.(;\r’fnrlters' it is important to extend/refine/limit their ideas
with C,

H}’poth.a:s;‘s_,a[ ing model: *Some people explain A by
suggesting B, but a close analysis of the problem reveals

l:he possi.bilily of several competing/complementary
explanations such as C,D,andE. ”
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AN ANNOTATED STUDENT ESSAY:
STATING AND SUPPORTING A THESIS

We have annotated the following student essay to illustrate the strate-
gies we have discussed in this chapter for stating a thesis that responds
to a relevant, timely problem in a given context. The assignment was
to write an argument focusing on literacy, based on research. Veronica
Stafford chose to write about her peers’ habit of texting and the ways
in which this type of social interaction affects their intellectual devel-
opment. Stafford develops a thesis that provides a corrective to a mis-
conception that she sees in the ongoing conversations about texting.
Her approach is a variation on the strategy in which writers correct a
misinterpretation. In turn, you will see that she makes clair'ns of fact
and evaluation in making an argument for changing her peers’ penchant
for texting. ' _
As you read the essay, reflect on your own experiences: Do you think
the issue she raises is both timely and relevant? How well do you think she
places her ideas in conversation with others? How.would you respond to
her various claims? Which do you agree with and disagree with, a.nd \;rhy?
What evidence would you present to support or counter ht_er cla}ms. l?o
you think she offers a reasonable corrective to what she believes is a mis-

conception about texting?
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Veronica Stafford
professor Wilson
English 1102
April 20— )
Texting and Literacy
ts walk to class each day, most do not notice
people around them. Rather than talking with others,
eir friends in the next building, in their dorm,

ough social networking is the most common
ely for socializing.

As studen

the other
they are texting th
or back home. Alth
use for text messages, they are not used sol
While texting is a quick and easy way to keep up with friends,
it threatens other aspects of our lives. When students spend

g rather than focusing on those other important

detrimental. Students” enjoyment of

and their relationships with others

time textin
aspects, texting becomes

reading, their schoolwork,
are all negatively affected by text messaging.

Due to the mass appeal of text messaging,
gh their cell phones rather than

students pass

their free time chatting throu
at book. Texting is so widespread because 25

percent of students under age eight, 89 percent of students ages

eleven to thirteen, and over 95 percent of students over age
fifteen have a cell phone (“Mobile Phones”). On average, 75.6
million text messages are sent in a day, with 54 percent

of the population texting more than five times per day

(“Mobile Phones”). In contrast to the time they spend texting,
fifteen- to twenty-four-year-olds read a mere seven minutes per
day for fun and only 1.25 hours a week (NEA 10), which is less
than half the time that seventh-grade students spend texting:
2.82 hours a week (Bryant et al.). While more than half of the
population texts every day, almost as many (43 percent) have
not read a single book in the past year (NEA 7). It seems there

is a direct correlation between reading and texting because,

as text messaging increases in popularity, reading decreases.
The National Endowment for the Arts surveyed eighteen- to
twenty-four-year-olds and discovered that the enjoyment of
reading in this age group is declining the fastest. Inversely, it

is the group that sends the most text messages: 142 billion a
year (NEA 10). From 1992 to 2002, 2.1 million potential readers,
aged eighteen to twenty-four years old, were lost (NEA 27).

As proved by the direct correlation, reading does not have
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» the students who owned

. Xt messaging wrote much less. They also had
more grammatical errors, sych a5 leaving apostrophes out of

contractions and substituting the (etter " for the word “are”
(Ward)

- Because of text messages, students perceive writing
as a fun way to communicate with friends and not as a way to
strongly voice an opinion, Students no longer think of writing

as academic, but rather they consider it social. For instance,

in Scotland, a thirteen-year-old student wrote this in a school

essay about her summer vacation: “My smmr hols wr CWOT. B4
we used 2 go to NY 2C my bro, & 3 kids FTF ILNY, its gr8 . . "
(Ward). She used writing that would appear in a text message for
[ a friend rather than in a report for school. Furthermore, students
who text become so accustomed to reading this type of shorthand
_ lingo that they often overlook it in their own writing (0'Connar).
This means that teachers have to spend even longer correcting
[ these bad habits. Regardless, Lily Huang, a writer for Newsweek,
believes that text messages increase literacy because a student
must first know how to spell a word to abbreviate it in texting.
However, texting affects not only the way that students write,
but also the way in which they think about language. As a critic
of Huang's article writes, “Habitual use of shorthand isn't just
about choppy English, but choppy thinking” (Muffie). Writers
who text will have trouble thinking creatively, and will especially
have trouble composing intricate works like poetry because of the
abridged way of thinking to which they are accusto‘med.

Outside of school, students’ interactions with one
another are similarly altered. Three in five teens-would argue
with a friend and one in three would break up with someone
through a text message (“Technology Has Tremendous Impact”).

- the most popular way for students to
TRimazsaging .now - uick conversation, contact
arrange to meet with friends, have aq
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could.inevitabiy cost a student a selective job, If students spent
less time texting and more time reading, it could give them

an advantage over their peers. Imagine a scenario between
classes without any students’ eyes to the ground. Imagine that
Notre Dame students are not texting acquaintances hours away.
Perhaps instead they are all carrying a pen and notebook and
writing a letter to their friends, Maybe they are conversing with
those around them. Instead of spending time every week text
messaging, they are reading. When those other students text
“lol,” it no longer is an abbreviation for “laugh out loud,” but
for “loss of literacy.”
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