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From Formulating to

Developing a Thesis

cademic writing explores complex issues that grow out of relevant.
timely conversations in which something is at stake. An academic
writer reads as a writer to understand the issues, situations, and questions
that lead other writers to make claims. Readers expect academic writers
to take a clear, specific, logical stand on an issue, and thev evaluate how
writers support their claims and anticipate counterarguments. The logical
stand is the thesis, an assertion that academic writers make at the begin-
ning of what they write and then support with evidence throughout their
essav. The illustrations and examples that a writer includes must relate to
and support the thesis. Thus, a thesis encompasses all of the information
writers use to further their arguments; it is not simplyv a single assertion at
the beginning of an essay.
One of our students aptly described the thesis using the metaphor of
a shish kebab: The thesis runs through every paragraph, holding the para-
graphs together, just as a skewer runs through and holds the ingredients of
a shish kebab together. Moreover, the thesis serves as a signpost through-
out an essay, reminding readers what the argument is and why the writer
has included evidence—examples, illustrations, quotations—relevant to
that argument.
An academic thesis

* makes an assertion that is clearly defined, focused, and supported.

* reflects an awareness of the conversation from which the writer has
taken up the issue.

* is placed at the beginning of the essay.
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* runs through every paragraph like -
¢ [rom the writers own, reﬂecling

« acknowledges points of view that difte
the complexity of the issue. | .

* demonstrates an awareness of the readers’ assumptions and anticipates
possible counterarguments.

* conveys a significant fresh perspective.

It is a myth that writers [irst come Up with a thesis and then write thej;

essays. The reality is that writers use issue-based questions to read, learn,

and develop a thesis throughout the process of writing. Thmugh revising

and discussing their ideas, writers hone their thesis, maklng sure that iy

threads through every paragraph of the final draft. The position writers

ultimately take in \\’1‘f1i11g—tl1eil- thesis—comes at the end of the writing

process, after not one draft but many.

WORKING VERSUS DEFINITIVE THESES

Writers are continually challenged by the need to establish their purpose
and to make a clear and specific assertion of it. To reach that assertion,
you must first engage in a prolonged process of inquiry, aided by a well-
formulated question. The question serves as a tool for inquiry that will
help you formulate your working thesis, your first attempt at an assertion
of your position. A working thesis is valuable in the early stages of writing
because it helps you read selectively, in the same way that your issue-based
question guides your inquiry. Reading raises questions, helping you see
what you know and need to know, and challenging you to read on.

Never accept your working thesis as your final position. Instead,
continue testing your assertion as you read and write, and modify vour
working thesis as necessary. A more definitive thesis will come once you
are satisfied that you have examined the issue from multiple perspectives.

For example, one of our students wanted to study representations
of femininity in the media. In particular, she focused dn why the Barbie
doll has become an icon of femininity despite what many cultural critics
consider Barbie’s “outrageous and ultimately unattainable physical char-
acteristics.” Our student’s working thesis suggested she would develop an
argument about the need for change:

The harmful implications of ongoing exposure to these unattainable ideals, such as
low self-esteem, eating disorders, unhealthy body image, and acceptance of violence,

make urgent the need for change.
The student assumed that her research would lead her to argue that
ainable proportions have a damaging effect on womens

thing needs to be done about it. Howeven as
alized

Barbie’s unatt
self-image and that some
she read scholarly research to support her tentative thesis, she re
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project would be less Barbie-centric. Instead, she

that a more compelling
1on of how the idea of feminin-

chose to examine the broader phenomet
ity is created and reinforced by society. That is, her pe
Barbie was supplanted by her discoveries about cultural norms of beauty

and the power they have to influence self-perception and behavior. In her

final draft, this was her definitive thesis:

to argue that gender is an innate characteristic,
ult of one’s actions, which are then labeled

y's definitions of ideal gender. Furthermore,
definitions through the media, specifically
and the harmful implications of being

FaTRy

rsonal interest in

Although evidence may be provided
I will show that it is actually the res
masculine or feminine according to societ
I will discuss the communication of such
in music videos, on TV, and in magazines,

exposed to these ideals.

how her readers how

ange, the student chose to s
decide what actions

Instead of arguing for ch
lated, leaving it to them to

they were being manipu
they might want to take.
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s? We suggest four models

s to develop a working thesi
ther in response to the

What are some way
he information you ga

that may help you organize t
question guiding your inquiry.

cting-Misinterpretations Model

rrect writers whose arguments you believe have
portant aspects of an issue. The thesis
der this example and the

» The Corre

This model is used to co
misconstrued one or more im
typically takes the form of a factual claim. Consi
words we have underlined:

ddressed curriculum to explain low achievement in
to fully appreciate the impact of limited resources
lity teachers, and computers. Therefore,

d as well as curriculum.

Although scholars have a
schools, they have failed

to fund up-to-date textbooks, qua
schools must focus on economic nee

The clause beginning with “Although” lays out th
scholars make, that curriculum explains low educational achievement,

the clause beginning with “they have failed” identifies the error those
scholars have made by ignoring the economic reasons for low achieve-
ment in schools. Notice that the structure of the sentence reinforces the
author’s position. He explains what he sees as the faulty assumption in
a subordinate clause and reserves the main clause for his own position.
The two clauses indicate that different authors hold conflicting opinions.
Note that the writer could have used a phrase such as “they [scholars]
have understated the impact of limited resources” as a way to reframe

reform in
e assumption that many
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that a more compelling project would be less Bm'hiv—cmnric. l‘n.ftgiad: she

s .amine the broader phenomenon ol how the idea of feminin-
Bt and reinforced by society. That is, her personal interest in
. ed by her discoveries about cultural norms of beauty
;1\'v.|n influence sell-perception and behavior, In her

ity is created
Barbie was supplant
and the power they h

final draft, this was her definitive thesis:

Although evidence may be provided to argue that gender is ‘an innate chlar;cte;istic,
I will show that it is actually the result of 0|1e'sla‘ct-ions, w.hlch are then la (:]le
masculine or feminine according to society’s deﬁllntlons of ideal gender‘. Furt e'rf:'noiel:,
I will discuss the communication of such definitions throuqh th.e m.ed1a, spec'1 cally
in music videos, on TV, and in magazines, and the harmful implications of being

exposed to these ideals.

Instead of arguing for change, the student chose to show.her readers !.'10w
thev were being manipulated, leaving it to them to decide what actions

they might want to take.

| DEVELOPING A WORKING THESIS: FOUR MODELS

What are some ways to develop a working thesis? We suggest four models
that may help vou organize the information you gather in response to the

question guiding your inquiry.

= The Correcting-Misinterpretations Model

This model is used to correct writers whose arguments you believe have
misconstrued one or more important aspects of an issue. The thesis
typically takes the form of a factual claim. Consider this example and the
words we have underlined:

Although scholars have addressed curriculum to explain low achievement in
schools, they have failed to fully appreciate the impact of limited resources
to fund up-to-date textbooks, quality teachers, and computers. Therefore,
reform in schools must focus on economic need as well as curriculum.

The clause beginn; ith 2
ginning with “Although” lays out the assumption tha
scholarg make, that curric 1 e |

the clayse Bl i lill}llm explains' lov,\,/ .edl.ICE.lt.iOI'lal achievement:
scholars gy madengI' they Vhave falledl identifies the error those
MeENt in schools. N y ‘gnoring the economic reasons for low achieve-

s. Notice that the structure of the sentence reinforces the

authorg "
Position, :

3 subordingge n. He explains what he sees as the faulty assumption in

clause for his own position.

iy ClauseC]i'iuze and reserves the main
€S 1ndice 2 at A3
Icate that different authors hold conflicting opinions.
ase such as “they [scholars]

. Undersiqy, d have used a phr
ources” as a way to reframe

d the impact of limited res
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In cralting yout thesis, choose wordg tha :

em in his lht‘-‘j'-‘l-‘ correcting others’ ideas, or even mi"‘imm”met--
rs that .\“”;!\i‘llllli‘iﬁi\-'t‘. One more thing: Although it is 4 Comm 4
Iw"-'?p.(-.:-'\ hvl hhmscd in a single sentence (a legacy of t(})l
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» The Filling-the-Gap Model

The gap model points tnlwhat. other writers may ha"e.OVer]ooked .
ionored in discussing a given lssue.’Thc gap model typically mageq
crlnim of value. Consider this student’s argument that discissions iy
rural diversity in the United States are often framed in terms of black
and white. Our underlining indicates the gap the writer has identified.

If America is truly a “melting pot” of cultures, as it is often called, then why is it that
stories and events seem only to be in black and white? Why is it that when history
courses are taught about the period of the civil rights movement, only thms
of African Americans are read, like those of Melba Pattillo Beals and Ida Mae Holland?
Where are the works of Maxine Hong Kingston, who tells the story of alienation and
segregation in schools through the eyes of a Chinese child? African Americans were
denied the right to vote, and many other citizenship rights; but Chinese Americans
were denied even the opportunity to become citizens. I am not diminishing the issue
of discrimination against African Americans, or belittling the struggles they went
through. I simply want to call attention to discrimination against other minority
groups and their often-overlooked struggles to achieve equality.

In the student’s thesis, the gap in people’s knowledge stems from their
limited understanding of history. They need to understand that many
minority groups were denied their rights.

A variation on the gap model also occurs when a writer suggests that
although something might appear to be the case, a closer look reveals
something different. For example: “Although it would appear that women
have achieved equality in the workplace, their paychecks suggest that this
is not true.”

One of our students examined two poems by the same author thf‘t
appeared to contradict each other. She noticed a gap others had not seet

In both “The Albatross” and “Beauty,” Charles Baudelaire chooses to explore tt‘e
plight of the poet. Interestingly, despite their common author, the two Pﬂe"‘st0
portrayals of the poet’s struggles appear contradictory. “The Albatmss””se'emsd
give a somewhat sympathetic glimpse into the exile of the poet —the ngea o
voyager” so awkward in the ordinary world. “Beauty” takes what appears t_° cees depict
forgiving stance: The poet here is docile, simply a mirror. Although both p[‘sediffef-
the poet’s struggles, a closer examination demonstrates how the portraya
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In stating her thesis, the student indicates that although readers migh
Nl e : aders mij

expect Baudelaire’s images of poets to be similar, a closer examinatic 4 }

his words would prove them wrong. b L)

= The Modifying-What-Others-Have-Said Model

The modification model of thesis writing assumes that mutual understand-
ing is possible. For example, in proposing a change in policy, one student
asserts:

Although scholars have claimed that the only sure way to reverse the cycle of

homelessness in America is to provide an adequate education, we need to build

on this work, providing school-to-work programs that ensure graduates have

access to employment.

; Here the writer seeks to modify other writers’ claims, suggesting that
education alone does not solve the problem of homelessness. The chal-
lenge he sets for himself is to understand the complexity of the problem by
building on and extending the ideas of others. In effect, he is in a construc-
tive conversation with those whose work he wants to build on, helping
readers see that he shares common ground with the other writers and that
he hopes to find a mutually acceptable solution to the agreed-on problem.

e e S

= The Hypothesis-Testing Model

The hypothesis-testing model begins with the assumption that writers
may have good reasons for supporting their arguments, but that there are
also a number of legitimate reasons that explain why something is, or is
not, the case. The questions motivating your research will often lead you
to a number of possible answers, but none are necessarily more correct
than others. That is, the evidence is based on a hypothesis that researchers
will continue to test by examining individual cases through an inductive
method until the evidence refutes that hypothesis.

For example, over the last decade, researchers have generated a num-
ber of hypotheses to explain the causes of climate change. Some have
argued that climate change, or global warming, can be explained by natu-
lr':llgchaluic; lhe'lj] change i(si a cyclic?l process. Those who adopt such a view
sl Cant:)\;lat:lrci:g ltod temonsn ;te' that oceans produce l}eat and ’that
Ot u e:l 0 ;1 stea glnirease in heat production over time.
it ;J fosz.;.ll\;e yl -St ]:)wq t .‘at ‘umans have caused glol:?al warm-
hich Crealesgwhal SCiu.e : : ‘at a;?C;l ea:,e the amount of cixrbon in the fz\ir,
i a- gt inf(:n ists Cf~ the grcenl?ouse effect.” Each assertion
teileheh o 9 erences [rom observation and the data available to

ypothesis. Moreover, the truth value of any assertion is based

on the probabil;
Iy i a
o et y that global warming can be attributed to any one cause
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The hypothesis-testing model assumes that the questions yoy Faise
will jikel\- lead vou to multiple answers that compete for your attentjgy,
The Follo-\\‘ing is one way to formulate such an argument in which ymi

examine rival hypotheses before coming to a conclusion.

Some people explain this by suggesting that, but a close analysis of the

problem reveals several compelling, but competing explanations,
You may not find a definitive explanation, so you will need to sort througp,
the evidence vou find, develop an argument, and acknowledge the reason.
able counterarguments that critical readers will raise. In the end, yoy are
not really proving that something is the case, such as the causes of globg]
warming, but you are helping readers understand what you see as the beg;
case given the available evidence.
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El Misinterpretations model: “Although many scholars have argued
about A and B, a careful examination suggests C.”

Bl Gap model: “Although scholars have noted A and B, they have
missed the importance of C.”

El Modification model: “Although I agree with the A and B ideas
of other writers, it is important to extend/refine/limit their ideas

with C.”

I3l Hypothesis-testing model: “Some people explain A by suggesting
B, but a close analysis of the problem reveals the possibility of
several competing/complementary explanations such as C, D,

and E.”

A Practice Sequence: Identifying Types of Theses ' |

RS T T A A N S I ST A S R AT I AT i U ST
Below is a series of working theses. Read each one and then identify
the model—misinterpretations, gap, modification, or hypothesis-
testing—that it represents.

1 A number of studies indicate that violence on television has

a detrimental effect on adolescent behavior. However, few 1€
searchers have examined key environmental factors like peer

1

!
l
!
!
|
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_music, and home life. In fact, 1 would ar

) . o gue that ;
researchers have oversimplified the problem. at many
Although research indicates that an increasing number of African
American and Hispanic students are dropping out of high school
researchers have failed to fully grasp the reasons why this has
occurred.

[ want to argue that studies supporting single-sex education are
we don't really know the long-term

relativelv sound. However,
effects of single-sex education, particularly on young women’s

career paths.

Although recent studies of vo
indicate that young people be
apathetic, 1 want to suggest t
studies provide are valid.
Indeed, it’s not surprising that students are majoring in fields
that will enable them to get a job after graduation. But students
may not be as pragmatic as we think. Many students choose majors
because they feel that learning is an important end in itself.

Some reformers have assumed that increasing competition will
force public schools to improve the quality of education, but it
seems that a number of recent initiatives can be used to explain
why students have begun to flourish in math and reading, particu-

larly in the primary grades.
clear that cities need to clean up the dilapidated housing proj-

ere built over half a century ago; but few, if any, studies
he life chances of those

ting patterns in the United States
tween the ages of 18 and 24 are
hat not all of the reasons these

Itis

ects that w
have examined the effects of doing soon t

people who are being displaced.

In addition to its efforts to advance the cause of social justice in
the new global economy, the university must make a commitment
to ending poverty on the edge of campus.

Although the writer offers evidence to explain the sources of illit-
eracy in America, he overstates his case when he ignores other
factors, among them history, culture, and economic well-being.
Therefore, 1 will argue that we place the discussion in a broader

context.

More and more policymakers argue that English should be the
naugnal language in the United States. Although I agree that
Et}ghsh is important, we should not limit people’s right to main-
tain their own linguistic and cultural identity.
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FROM FORMULATIN
NG A CONTEXT FOR A THESIS

lofining the purpose and focus of an essay, a thesis muyg;
) CiC ' N PR " A } nlad
: for the writer’s claim. The process of establishing a back.
derstanding an issue typically involves four steps:
Establish that the topic ol conversation, the issue, is current and
Sl b < .
elevant —that it is on people’s minds or should be.
MOV : <
Bricfly summarize what others have said to show that you are familjgy
with the topic or issue.
Explain what you see as the problem —a misinterpretation, a gap, or 4
modification that needs to be made in how others have addressed the
topic or issue—perhaps by raising the questions you believe need tq
be answered.
State your thesis, suggesting that your view on the issue may present

readers with something new to think about as it builds on and extends
what others have argued.

need not follow these steps in this order as long as your readers come

away from the first part of your essay knowing why you are discussing a
given issue and what your argument is.

AN

ANNOTATED STUDENT INTRODUCTION:

PROVIDING A CONTEXT FOR A THESIS

We

trace these four steps below in our analysis of the opening paragraphs

of a student’s essay. Motivating his argument is his sense that contemporary
writers and educators may not fully grasp the issues that limit the oppor-
tunities for low-income youth to attend college. His own family struggled
financially, and he argues that a fuller appreciation of the problem can help
educators partner with families to advise youth in more informed ways.

0'Neill 1
Colin O'Neill
Money Matters:

The student Framing the College Access Debate
estiablichenthe College is expensive. And with prices continuing to rise
timeliness and

relevance of an lssue each year, there are those who are beginning to question whether
that challenges widely  or not college is a worthy investment. In a recent Newsweek article,

held ass i . ,
abau;,,‘;"l‘;‘;;’;i journalist Megan McArdle (2012) asserts that the process of y
attending college. obtaining a college degree has morphed into a “national neurosis
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O0'Neill 2

and calls upon Americans to question whether college is necessary
for lifelong success. McArdle joins a chorus of voices calling upon
a reevaluation of the current educational pipeline at a time when

to
m""‘“ the number of American students who are ill-prepared to face the
m&? rigors of a college curriculum has increased. Some writers suggest
his familiarity with that a renaissance of vocational education may, in fact, begin
md::dm to compensate for the disparate nature of American education.
scholarship. Based on research conducted by Bozick and Deluca (2011), it is
clear that these opinions are grounded in reality.
Of nearly 3,000 surveyed “college non-enrollees,” roughly
50 percent attributed their withdrawal from the education system
The student to either the high cost of college education or the desire to look
f";f::’;ﬂ: for work and embark along their chosen career path. However,
signaled by words for those like me, who believe strongly that higher education is
like “however,” a right that ought to be available to all students, McArdle’s and
‘overlooked,” and ) d . ) ;
“instead”and begins  Others’ assertions add to the list of physical and social barriers
toformulatehisown  that keep students of poorer backgrounds from pursuing their
il educational aspirations. The ability to pay for college may not be
the only consideration keeping students from exploring higher
He points out a education. Instead, researchers have overlooked the extent to
gﬁ::ggg::ﬁ 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.
The student cites In many cities where the median household income
Wt"w" often hovers slightly above $30,000, college is, according
ine the problem : :
and show that he s to some educators, a pipedream to which nearly every family
?ﬂxﬁgﬁ aspi. res, bl{t most are not convinced this goal will ever become a
college access for reality (United States Census Bureau). Indeed, with the average
low-income youth. 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 colle ge
R i 2 o s
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