Assignment Sheet for Essay 3:

The Anti-Argument Essay, or The Inquiry Essay

The inquiry essay begins with significant, worthwhile questions (to be discussed in your Prospectus) about an issue and then proceeds by examining what a variety of sources have to say about these issues and questions.  It evaluates and compares the various answers offered by these sources and then it attempts to come to some conclusions about the issue/questions at hand.  In terms of definition, then, an inquiry essay is not a traditional research paper, nor is it merely a report on an issue or topic.  Instead, an inquiry essay examines the multiple sides/perspectives that swirl around an issue and questions of importance, and does not try to reach easy closure on these (as a thesis-driven essay or a merely factual report might).

The writer should include her or his opinion as a guiding principle for the essay, and that opinion should be supported with secondary sources (to be discussed in your annotated bibliography).  Realize, though, that support should not be used to cancel out dissenting points of view (some concession/consideration is almost always wise).  An inquiry essay examines complexities, illustrates them and points them out, but it does not try to simplify them.  In fact, you will probably not discover a single, all-encompassing answer to any question you pose.  If you do, you’ve asked overly simplistic questions concerning your topic.  

Although you are required to research information in the library (and elsewhere as appropriate) in your area of inquiry, you will not be merely reporting what you find.  You will be positioning texts to respond to one another; you will be responding to these texts yourself.  You will also be questioning the assumptions of the texts and their authors.  This project gives students the chance to find and articulate their own ground in relation to their resources rather than submitting themselves to the sacred experts.  The project also directs students’ inquiry into open questions rather than encourages their perfunctory reporting of the already known.

Requirements/Details

A 5-7 page paper (Final Draft due Dec 19, 12 noon); Prospectus (due Dec 5); Annotated Bibliography (due Dec 12).  If you integrate more sources after turning in your annotated bibliography, make sure to include an updated annotated bibliography along with your final paper.  

Schedule: 
11/30: Assignment, choosing topics



12/5: Prospectus due (typed) discussion about research techniques and refining places to search and search techniques.



12/7: Meet in Library Rm 119 to learn how to use Ebscohost and other electronic search techniques



12/12: Annotated Bibliography due. 
Some discussion in class regarding peer editing and feedback. 
Feel free to bring intro’s and other early writing for peer feedback



12/14: Rough Drafts Due. Peer feedback and review process in class. Bring TWO copies of your rough draft. Discussion of revision strategies and responding to drafts.



12/19: Final Exam in class. Final drafts Due at start of hour: 12:00

Prospectus

At least one full page.  In this proposal, you will set forth the issue and the questions concerning it that you want to explore.  Have you noticed a specific aspect of our texts that intrigues you?  Is there a theme or motif you keep coming back to in your intellectual explorations, inside or outside this class?  What do you want to know about your topic and why?  What kinds of questions are you interested in asking?  You simply cannot pose yes/no types of questions.  You should concentrate on creating questions that not only interest you, but that are complex and difficult to answer.

Make the questions sufficiently open to sustain research, yet specific enough to ensure productive research.  Don’t ask, “Does gender play a role in the way we act toward each other?” but rather, “How does gender stereotyping affect the way that children are treated in various cultures?”  Don’t ask “How are rebels viewed in our society?” but rather, “What happens to rebels when their causes have passed them by?”  Follow-up questions might include: “Where are the hippies now?  What happened to punks?”  

Remember that your questions don’t have to involve a main focus of one of our texts, but could embrace a subtler, less obvious idea from our course materials or discussion.  For example, you might decide to write about the beef industry or language surrounding national disasters and the Iraq war.  

Of course, you can start with such broad topics as “the Iraq war,” “changes in cities,” “gender relations,” “drug use or addiction,” “the history of an animal that changed the world,” “multiculturalism,” “movies as they represent aspects of our society,” “language,” “history,” “the beef industry,” “effects of television on our society,” “national ID cards,” or something else of your choosing. Just be sure to start there and narrow your focus keeping the above advice in mind about appropriate, complex types of questions.

Style

In researching and writing this paper, you should decide how you feel about your topic, not forever, but for now.  Use your own (forming) opinions and our texts (when possible/relevant) to help you do this.  Then, do some research to help you develop your ideas.  I’ve required the Prospectus and the Annotated Bibliography, both external to your final paper, to help you do all this.  Now—what should your paper be doing, internally?

This paper should be mainly a conversation you’re having on paper between yourself and your texts (both from the class and outside).  You might start out with one opinion expressed, and as you move along, discussing what one particular author has to say, you might seem to sway toward that view for a moment.  Then, when you discuss another author who holds your original view and supports it well, you might swing back to your first position—this time with more conviction (because you have the support of an authoritative voice).

In other words, if you change your mind by your paper’s end that’s OK; the point of this assignment is to converse on paper, to “think down the page.”  Let the reader see what’s happening in your head, and don’t be afraid to waiver a bit.  You could pose questions, spin scenarios.  Don’t be afraid to come away from the conclusion without a definitive answer, either.  Let yourself feel comfortable with an exploratory tone and technique.  Remember, you’re not out to prove a narrow thesis.  Exploration is important here—not some final right answer. 

I hope you’ll follow your leads and explore what interests you about your topic, see where it leads. Your project shouldn’t get in and get out after doing its business (a la the traditional thesis-driven work).  You should coax your reader into another world, created by you.  Exploratory writing has the ability to prompt further inquiry or conversation on the part of the reader because it doesn’t close off in a climax that it was building toward the whole time.  The project should cover the topic, but leave the reader wanting more.

Think of ways to envelop and interest your reader.  [“Interest” from the Latin “inter,” among, and “esse,” to be.  If you interest your reader, you place her or him inside your ideas.]  You should feel motivated to compose this one, or your reader won’t feel motivated to read it.  This project should also have a healthy sense that it might not contain the right answer, thereby imbuing it with a sense of honesty, play and/or energy.

Create a balanced conversation: quotations shouldn’t just hang around on pages, nervously avoiding each other.  They should oppose and support each other, giving each other motion instead.  Your own opinion shouldn’t stifle the other viewpoints that you present, but act as a guide through them.  I want to see you working toward an understanding in this paper, not preaching from a perspective that thinks it already understands.

Be careful to make completely clear whose views you’re discussing within the body of the paper (yours or your sources’) and to integrate quotations appropriately (see MLA standards in PCW on pages 717-735).  Good analysis of the texts you’re using includes what the author/character means, not mere paraphrases of what happens (plot summary).

See “quotations on the essay” and the examples in PCW as well as the example essay starting on page 727 for use of in-text citations. Look to the various exploratory essays in Patterns for College Writing for further help with what sort of attitude your writing and your writing process should embody.

