How to Write a Persuasive Research Paper: Prof. West’s Writing Advice 

Remember your purpose in writing this essay: to persuade. This purpose should help you to identify an audience; people who already agree with you don’t need to be persuaded, right? You’re talking to the people who are on the fence or who tend to disagree—these are the people you want to keep in the back of your mind as you write.

So what’s important, then, to be convincing?

· A clear position and an attention-grabbing introduction. Your opening paragraph(s) should do three things: it should make me want to keep reading, it should accurately point to what it is you plan to argue, and it should make me care about the issue you’ve chosen (it should answer the “so what?” question).

· Information! All of the fancy words in the world are not going to convince me unless you have facts to back up what you’re saying. Evidence is what will convince the disagreeable reader. 

How do you establish a clear position?

· For starters, you need a strong, clear thesis. Thesis statements should reflect your position by stating your argument clearly (the reader understands), completely (you haven’t mentioned anything that you won’t cover), and concisely (about 2-3 sentences), 

Examples:
Problematic: I feel that the subsidy program under the Farm Bill should be completely overhauled. (No can disagree that this is the way you feel).

Strong and clear thesis statement: Although there were good intentions behind the creation of the Farm Bill, it has outlived its usefulness. If American farmers are going to be able to make a living growing crops that benefit food buyers rather than corporate food manufacturers, the Farm Bill needs to be completely overhauled. 
What kinds of information do you use to support that position, you ask? 

· To start with, you need enough background information so that we understand both what you’re talking about and the context for what you’re talking about. Tell us what your issue is, how it came about, and why it’s an issue now. 

· Next, you need data to back up the claims you’re making. At every point, ask yourself: how do I know this? Why do I believe this to be true? What information can I use to prove to my reader that this is true? This information can come in the form of other people’s research (studies), other people’s expert opinions (quotes/paraphrases), examples, or your own experience, from your own education or from your observations and experiences at Polk (but be careful not to use one example to prove a point; don’t overgeneralize). 

· Logical interpretations of the information you present: don’t just throw facts at us and expect us to make sense of them. You are the one controlling the argument, and that should be clear in your writing. After every piece of evidence you give, you should be following up to show us how and why that evidence is significant to your argument. Tell us: what does it mean? 

· Balance: show us that you’ve considered all the sides. Have you really thought about what people who disagree with you think about the issue and weighed the points they might make? Have you looked at the information they might use, or how they might interpret the information you’re using in a different way? Then, you have to decide what to do with those opposing views. You can either refute them: use your information to show the reader how the view is flawed (tactfully!) or how to see it in a different way. Or, you can admit that your opposition might have a good point here, but in the grand scheme of the whole issue, there are still more important things to consider. A couple of things to consider: 1. Don’t set up a straw man. If you’re going to raise an opposing point, find a person you can quote who actually believes that point. Don’t make one up for the sake of argument. The hallmark for the straw man argument is “some people might believe this…” 2. Don’t insult your reader by insinuating that anyone who would actually believe this opposing point is an idiot. That won’t win you any support. The important thing is for you to communicate to your reader: “Yes, I have thought about this from every angle, and this is the most logical position to argue in light of ALL of the information.”

· A controlled order: How to organize your argument can be one of the trickiest parts of writing a paper like this one. Obviously, your introduction comes first, and then you have to give us the background information we need to understand the issue. But where do you go from there? For starters, you have to start thinking of the argument in more categorical terms than just for/against. What are the ideas that come up again and again in your research? The most poorly designed arguments block off paragraphs either according to source or according to pros/cons. You want to organize your ideas topically, so that you deal with every detail involved with that topic before moving on to the next one. And, you may need to have several paragraphs devoted to one of these ideas—in paper this long, that’s to be expected. Make sure you’re giving your reader clear signs so that she understands where it is you’re taking her (a good way is to continue to point back to your thesis, not to restate it—because that would be repetitive and boring—but to show how the point you’re making is connected to your overall argument, to the bigger picture). 

· Make connections: These connective statements can be especially effective as transitions: “See how what I’ve just told you is connected to my overall point? Now, this is how the next point I’m going to make is connected to that one.” The connections are what will make this essay feel like you’ve carefully and intentionally built your argument, rather than just thrown it in whatever order the ideas came into your head. Think about how the points you’re making are connected to one another, and order them so that you can capitalize on those connections. We started with the foundation—your basic position and background information on the issue—work your way up from there. 

· Internal paragraph order is important too, and the key here is how you integrate your source material. Use those introductory cues to transition between sources. EX: Professor West agrees that standardized testing is problematic, but she makes a different argument about what we can do about it. She writes, … Don’t just make a haphazard list of quotes and statistics that come in paragraph form. Start with a topic sentence that tells us what you’re going to do in the paragraph, and then build the paragraph, sentence by sentence, connecting them as you go. At the end, you should be able to cut the paragraph apart into separate sentences, and I should be able to put it back together again.

· Careful documentation! This is a persuasion issue too because you want readers to trust you. Show them where and from whom every piece of information is coming, so that they know when it’s you speaking and when you’re using someone else’s information. Think about the sandwich: there should be a clear indication of where the source material begins (an introductory cue) and a clear indication of where it ends (parenthetical reference).

· A strong conclusion that does more than just re-say what you’ve already said. Yes, you want to highlight the points you’ve made, but you want your conclusion to do more than that. You want to make your case in a concise way, reiterating why this issue is important and telling us where to go from here. 

