Assignment: The Undergraduate Term Paper

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Description
After completing an annotated bibliography and bibliographic essay you should now be familiar enough with your
topic to argue your own point of view. In a sense, as you read journal articles, you were eavesdropping on a
conversation. You should know enough about the topic now to have your own opinions and be ready to join the
conversation. What conclusions of researchers do you agree with? What conclusions do you disagree with or believe
to be unfounded? What conclusions do you believe to be discredited by other research?
For this assignment you will craft a thesis statement that provides an answer to your original research question and
then make an argument supporting that claim using empirical evidence and logic. This essay is a type of Aristotelian
Essay, the cornerstone of science and scholarship in western civilization. It is often assigned as the final “term
paper” in college courses, and so this assignment will prepare you for your future courses.
Your essay will:
1. be persuasive, not expository / argumentative, not informative
2. be approximately 1000-1200 words long, not including the Works Cited page
3. reference at least 6 peer-reviewed sources from the past ten years
4. contain an introductory paragraph that hooks the reader, briefly introduces the topic and provides
background information, and ends with an argumentative thesis
5. support all claims with evidence
6. explain counterarguments and refute them
7. follow a “they say/I say” pattern in the body of the essay
8. use the third-person point of view (do not reference yourself or use “I”)
9. employ segues and transitions that move the reader through the paper
10. end the essay by restating your thesis in light of the evidence presented
11. present a conclusion that places your argument in a larger context and offers the reader something for
further thought
12. follow MLA formatting and citing guidelines
13. contain a Works Cited page
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Notes & Advice about Term Papers

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Titles
Don’t phrase the title as a question.
“What Causes Jellyfish Blooms?” If the reader thinks they know the answer to your title’s question they won’t read
your essay. The reader might be completely wrong but it doesn’t matter because you lost the opportunity to
persuade them.
“Something Snappy: An Elaboration on the Snappiness”
Many article and book titles follow this same formula. These titles grab your attention by addressing an issue or
controversy and hinting at what they will argue. While common it is not considered a cliché.
Examples:
League of Denial: The NFL, Concussions, and the Battle for Truth
The Price of Inequality: How Today's Divided Society Endangers Our Future
The Lost City of Z: A Tale of Deadly Obsession in the Amazon
Fast Food Nation: The Dark Side of the All-American Meal
The Empty Backyard: How Nonnative Ornamentals Starve Insects and Birds
Use Title Caps
The first letter of every word in a title should be capitalized, except for articles, prepositions, and conjunctions,
unless they are the first word of the title.

Hooks and Introductions
See the Hooks and Opening Lines handout as well as the Intros and Conclusions for Term Papers handout.

Evidence & Sources
“They say” sections must cite sources
The “they say” sections of your essay must cite sources otherwise you could be creating a strawman—a weak
position that no one really supports. Without sources how can the reader be sure you aren’t concocting a flimsy
counterargument just to knock it down?
Hypotheticals aren’t evidence.
Do not use hypothetical scenarios to make your argument. The “I say” sections must cite sources of evidence, not
describe hypotheticals.
Don’t write out the title of an article in your paper.
Including entire lengthy titles in the essay is a cheap ploy some students use to raise their word count. Teachers
know this trick. There are lots of ways to integrate a source into your writing, but keep in mind that it is the content
of the article that matters and the author, not the article’s title.
Avoid introducing sources with “One article….”
“One article claims…” and similar phrases are a poor way to introduce a new source because they lack context.
Instead provide context like this: “One 2018 study from Princeton argued….” You may say “one article” or
“another article” if you are quickly introducing a string of different articles back-to-back, which you might do if the
articles contradict each other and you want to illustrate conflict in a field.
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Common knowledge does not need a citation.
Barak Obama was the first black US president. There are fifty states. Such information is so common, it requires no
citation. But how do you know if a piece of information is so common it does not require a citation? You are
allowed to use your own judgement but when in doubt, cite!
Don’t use an author’s name without introducing them.
Most of the time you don’t need to use an author’s name and can refer to the study/source itself by saying
something like, “According to a Canadian study, the effects of….” But when you do mention an author by name,
you need to introduce who they are.
Examples:
“According to Mikhail Granovskii, a researcher at the University of Toronto, large schools….”
“According to Jennifer Mills, who studies jellyfish in the Gulf of Mexico, the number of….”
Talk about research articles in the past tense.
When discussing published research that is not ongoing, use the past tense. This is different than the way we talk
about novels, works of art, or religious texts, which are considered to be “living” and so therefore are always
referred to in the present tense. Research articles are not “alive” and should not be discussed in the present tense.
Examples:
“When Captain Ahab forges a spear in blood instead of water Melville is demonstrating….”
vs.
“In a Swedish study from 2017, researchers found ….”
Be careful with the words “fact” and “theory.”
A scientific fact is an objective and verifiable observation while a theory is a complex model that explains past
observations and predicts future observations. Evolution is a fact. Natural selection is a theory that explains
evolution. Do not refer to the data presented by journal articles as “facts”—that information is merely data or
evidence. That data won’t become a “fact” until after multiple researchers have duplicated the study, observation,
measurement, et cetera and a wide consensus exists within the field about that observation. Never call a hypothesis,
guess, or hunch a theory even though that is a common vernacular use of the term.
Beliefs vs. Conclusions
It is incorrect to say a researcher “believes” something because there is a big difference between a belief and a
conclusion based on evidence. You can say you are convinced by the data or by someone’s argument, but you cannot
say, “I believe jellyfish blooms are caused by…” because belief refers specifically to convictions you hold based on
faith and values. For example, you may believe in hard work (a value) or believe in an afterlife (an article of faith)
but you cannot “believe in evolution” because evolution is a scientific theory based upon evidence. You may either
accept or reject a theory based on its merits. You are free to accept or reject someone’s conclusions if the evidence
does or not does not support their conclusions, but it is imprecise to say you do or do not “believe” them.
Don’t anthropomorphize or ascribe intention to nature.
Do not suggest or imply that there is any purpose, reason, reasoning, or intention behind natural phenomenon.
Rivers do not want to reach the sea; gravity pulls water down to sea level. Word choice like that may seem innocuous
because it is commonplace in everyday speech but it suggests things have spirits or souls and thus is outside the
boundaries of academic discourse.
Be specific about dates and time.
Avoid words and phrases like recently, lately, and many years ago both because they are vague and you don’t know when
in time your reader exists. If your reader picks up your essay ten years after you wrote it, words like “recently” make
it seem dated, and hence irrelevant, even if your argument is timeless. Write your paper as if you expect someone to
read it years in the future.
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The Counterpoint Paragraph
The counterpoint must address the heart of your argument.
If your counterpoint paragraph does not present a challenge to the very heart of your argument, your essay is weak.
Your thesis must be directly challenged in the counterpoint paragraph.
The counterpoint paragraph must cite sources.
In this paragraph you address potential critics or skeptics so you absolutely must cite sources to have any chance of
winning them over.

Conclusions
See the “Intros and Conclusions for Term Papers” handout.

Point of View
Use the third-person POV only.
Unless an instructor explicitly says otherwise, an undergraduate term paper should always be written in the third
person. Never use first-person pronouns I, we, or our or the second-person you or yours. Avoid we even when
referring to the human race as a whole.
Why you shouldn’t use the first person POV.
Academic writing is about falsifiable claims based on objective, verifiable, empirical evidence. The phenomena and
observations under discussion exist independent of any observer; hence the observer is irrelevant to the discussion.
In other words, you the writer should be invisible, because it doesn’t matter who you are. In practice, authors of
research articles sometimes refer to themselves and their thought processes in their paper’s methods section if they
want to explain why they designed their study or experiment like they did. However, once the methodology is
explained the authors disappear from the paper. Most term papers do not involve original research and so you have
no methods and rationale to explain.
The “they say/I say” pattern does not mean you actually use the pronoun I, only that you present your opponent's
ideas and then your ideas in a back-and-forth. In an undergraduate term paper your ideas are the evidence and
conclusions of others—what makes it “I say” is that you are using those sources to argue your thesis.
Sometimes students avoid using the I but nevertheless manage to talk about themselves by referencing their paper
as a paper. This happens because many young writers like to tell the reader what they are going to do before they do
it, which leads to lines like, “this paper will argue,” “themes covered here include,” “the thesis will,” and so forth.
There is no need for any of that. Don’t tell us what you will argue—make the argument. It’s also poor form to refer
to your paper as an artifact in and of itself. You may refer to your evidence (“as the evidence has shown…”) or
refer to your argument (“as demonstrated above…”) but do not refer to the paper itself because it is like talking
about yourself.
Why you shouldn’t use the second person POV.
Do not address the reader in academic discourse because your essay is a dialog between sources, evidence, and
claims—not a dialog between you and the reader. The reader, like the writer, should be invisible because the identity
of the reader, like the writer, has no bearing on the evidence or claims.
In public discourse however, an essay can and often is a dialog between reader and writer and the identity of both
matter because their values matter.
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Style
Don’t advocate.
Advocacy for change doesn’t belong in an academic article. In academic discourse we are only concerned with
debating falsifiable claims and verifiable evidence about the world and the universe. What needs to happen, or
ought to happen, or should happen is beyond the scope of academic discourse. Resist the urge to advocate and
focus instead on establishing the facts of the matter. That’s not to say that academics cannot advocate for change—
they can and often do—but that advocacy takes place in a different forum.
Don’t use rhetorical questions
When we speak, we often ask questions to which both we and our listeners already know the answers. This creates a
call-and-response, a kind of conversational back-and-forth between speaker and audience. Preachers do this. “Are
you going to let sin into your heart?” Politicians do this. “Do you want four more years of these scandals?”
However, avoid this in writing because the call-and-response that happens when people are in the same room
together doesn’t translate to the written word or the page. Ask a question in writing and the reader is likely to think,
“I already know the answer to that question” and then stop reading. You don’t want the reader to assume you have
nothing to offer them. Provide evidence and answers; don’t ask questions.
Don’t put clichés in quotes.
Sometimes young writers use a cliché but know it is a cliché so they place it in quotation marks. Just because you
acknowledge the cliché is cliché doesn't make it okay to use. We often use clichés as shortcuts—and in everyday
speech, shortcuts allow for quick communication. However, in academic writing we value precision over shortcuts.
Don’t assume anything
Never say “I assume” in an academic essay. You shouldn’t be saying “I” in the first place, but on top of that you
should never make assumptions because assumptions are simply ideas that you have not researched. You are writing
a research paper, which means you should either find evidence related to your assumptions or not mention them at
all.
Define terms immediately after using them.
Defining common terms makes you seem condescending, so assume your reader is as smart as you. Instead define
uncommon or highly technical terms that only specialists would know.
Examples:
“When doctors prescribed quinine, a common drug prescribed for nocturnal leg cramps, they discovered…”
“When prescriptions for the common nocturnal leg cramp treatment quinine doubled…”
Use acronyms.
Don’t write out lengthy names or terms over and over again through your paper. That is a cheap ploy to raise the
word count. After first writing out the name or term and placing its acronym in parentheses behind it you can use
the acronym throughout the paper.
Examples:
“In 2019 the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) reported….”
“When researchers used functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) technology to examine the brains of
serial killers….”
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Worksheet: Thesis Statements for Academic Discourse Essays

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

The thesis is the point of your essay, the argument you wish to explain and defend. You should be able to express
your thesis is a single (albeit long) sentence. There are many ways to write a good thesis sentence, but a winning
strategy is to have your thesis contains three elements: 1) a qualification, 2) a reason why your claim is valid despite
the qualification, and 3) the precise claim you are making.
Step One: Your Research Question
Don’t write a thesis statement until you have asked a question and conducted research to answer it. After learning
more about the topic you will likely need to revise your research question.
Example: Original question: Why did millions of jellyfish wash up on Florida beaches last year?
Revised question: What causes jellyfish blooms?
Write your research question on the line below:
_____________________________________________________________________________
Step Two: Your Position
You likely found that different researchers made different claims and came to different conclusions about your
research question. Or perhaps you found individual articles had pieces of the puzzle but none put the whole puzzle
together. Regardless, you should have read enough to have an opinion or to have reached your own conclusions.
This is your position.
Example of a position: Pollution and overfishing are the primary causes of jellyfish blooms.
Write your position about the topic on the line below:
____________________________________________________________________________
Step Three: The Qualification
Absolute statements make your argument simplistic or naïve. A qualification demonstrates accuracy and intellectual
honesty. To find a qualification, answer these questions about your position:





Is my position always true?
When are there exceptions?
How might a reasonable person object to my position?
Are there good reasons why someone could question or doubt my position?

Example of a qualification: Warm ocean temperatures can also contribute to jellyfish blooms in some species.
Write your qualification on the line below:
___________________________________________________________________________
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Step Four: The Reason
Reflect on the reasons why you still believe your position to be correct despite the qualification.
What is the overall reason someone should agree with your position?
Example of a reason: Ocean temperatures are rising more or less uniformly across the globe, and jellyfish live everywhere, but most
jellyfish blooms are concentrated in a few places
Write your reason on the line below. (This is a general statement. Your specific reasons will follow in the body
of your essay.)
____________________________________________________________________________

Step Five: Put Them All Together
In one sentence, present your thesis, including a qualification, a reason, and a position. Present your qualification
first, then your general reason which demonstrates your thinking process, and finally the punch line—your position.
Example 1: Although warming waters caused by climate change can contribute to increased jellyfish numbers, jellyfish populations
are not rising uniformly across the world’s oceans because population and overfishing are the primary causes of jellyfish blooms.
Example 2: Although habitat loss and pesticide use contribute to insect decline, insect population numbers began dropping in
suburban Florida long after the construction of those suburbs and despite the waning use of insecticides, therefore the proliferation of
non-native plant species is driving insect numbers down.

Note: You can argue more research is needed.

If you are not comfortable making a definitive claim about the topic because in your judgement there is not enough
evidence to draw firm conclusions, then you may argue more research is needed.
Examples 1: Although doctors have established protocols to treat sports-related concussions, those protocols are not derived from a
comprehensive understanding of concussions, and therefore more research is needed.
Example 2: Although preliminary studies point to overfishing as the cause of jellyfish blooms, there have only been three such
studies conducted in one part of the world, therefore more studies from more parts of the world are needed to rule out other potential
causes.
Assemble your thesis in the space below:
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Reference: Introductions & Conclusions for Undergraduate Papers

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

A Three-Part Formula
The introductions and conclusions of undergraduate term papers are mirror images of one another. They both contain the same three
parts—hook, summary, and thesis—but in reverse order of each other.
One Paragraph Is Usually Enough
The length of a paper’s introduction and conclusion should reflect the length of the paper. For typical undergraduate term papers between
10-15 pages, introductions and conclusions should be single paragraphs occupying half to three-quarters of a page. Senior-level courses
sometimes assign papers between 20-25 pages and Honors theses are typically between 30-40 pages. These longer, more complex essays
should have multi-paragraph introductions and conclusions.
These Guidelines Apply Only to Term Papers
The advice in this handout only pertains to undergraduate term papers—essays which are Aristotelian, argumentative, research-based, and
thesis-driven. The advice is relevant whether the intended audience is academic or the general public.
This advice does not pertain to 1) annotated bibliographies, which usually do not have introductions and conclusions, 2) expository essays,
which do not have closing hooks because they have no argument to place in a larger context, 3) Rogerian essays, which do not introduce
their theses until the very end, and 4) calls to action, which might have its thesis (an ask of the reader) in the first sentence.

Introductions

1

Open with a Hook
With the first sentence you want to grab your readers, pull
them into the essay, and convince them to keep reading
because it will be compelling—they will learn something
new, relevant, and interesting.
See the “Hooks and Opening Lines” handout for specific
advice and examples.
Summarize the Topic
After hooking the reader, briefly explain what the essay will
be about. Provide just enough context and background
information necessary to understand your thesis and its
relevance. The summary should build to your thesis.

2

In a scientific paper, what is the mystery under
investigation? Give an overview of key concepts, relevant
research and evidence, and the scientific question.

Conclusions
Restate Your Thesis
The very first sentence of the final paragraph should be a restatement of your thesis.
Don’t simply copy-and-paste the text from your first
paragraph, however. Reframe the thesis in light of the
evidence presented in the body of the essay.
Summarize the Argument
Briefly summarize the evidence and argument made in the
body of the essay. Your goal here is to remind readers of all
your key points and evidence and succinctly state how they
have supported the claims of your thesis.
Don’t go into detail. Don’t repeat the assignment instructions.
Don’t say things like, “In this essay I have shown….”

In a public policy paper, what is the problem that needs
solving? Give an overview of its origins, consequences,
affected communities, and relevant research and evidence.
Don’t go into too much detail. Don’t make an argument
yet. Don’t repeat the assignment instructions. Don’t say
things like, “In this essay I will explore….”
State Your Thesis
The last sentence (or two) of the introductory paragraph is
typically the thesis statement, your central claim and
argument
3

This is not an absolute rule, however. With a longer, more
complex paper you may end the introduction with an
outline of your argument’s structure, especially if the paper
contains multiple sections.

Close with a Hook
Your essay should stick in the reader’s mind after they put it
down. To do this, zoom out and consider the big picture, the
larger context in which your argument exists, its significance,
and its implications.
In a scientific paper, you might discuss remaining unanswered
questions, new questions raised by your argument, and
avenues of future research.
In a public policy paper, you might warn readers of the
consequences of inaction or paint a picture of lives
transformed by positive action.
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Reference: Hooks & Opening Lines

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

What Won’t Hook Readers
Great hooks are all different while bad hooks are all the same—boring, irrelevant, or both.
A long running start doesn’t work.
“Ever since the dawn of civilization, societies have struggled to reconcile the need for change with the need for order.” Readers won’t
know if this essay is about Marxist revolutions or a new soda. Young writers try to establish context for their essay with lengthy recounts of
world history but the long running start obscures more than it clarifies.
Avoid anything similar to these clichés:
In today’s society…
In our everyday lives…
Across the globe…

All over America…
Since the dawn of civilization….
Since the founding of America…

There have always been….

The “funnel” doesn’t work.
“Public schools are a bedrock institution of American life.” Many high school students are taught to begin an essay with a broad general
statement and then narrow their discussion down to their specific topic and thesis. This funnel strategy is terrible advice because broad
statements do not hook readers and readers won’t know what the essay is actually about until the end of the introduction—assuming they
get that far, which most won’t. So for example, if your essay is an argument about state-mandated prayer in public schools, don't start with
broad statements about religion or public schools; dive right into the controversy.
Telling the reader something they already know doesn’t work.
“Beaches are popular vacation destinations for many Americans.” If your reader already knows the information they will assume they have
nothing new to learn from your essay and won’t read it. To work as a hook the first line must be surprising or counter intuitive or
interesting, not an obvious statement.
Most statistics don’t work.
“Roughly 40,000 people die on America’s roadways every year.” This opener wants to illustrate the serious of a problem with a startling
statistic, but can you picture what 40,000 people look like? Generally, numbers are difficult to digest and remember because they do not
create a movie in our minds. Numbers alone are not vivid descriptions.
Cliché expressions don’t work.
“It is said there are plenty of fish in the sea, but overfishing in the Gulf of Mexico….” Readers will groan at any attempt to make a cliché
seem fresh. In everyday speech, clichés allow for quick communication. They are handy shortcuts—I’ve painted myself into a corner—because
they are at the forefront of your mind and others will know what you mean. In writing however, clichés have no power to grab or hold a
reader’s attention. Open with a cliché and the reader might assume your whole essay will be unoriginal.
Rhetorical questions don’t work.
When we speak, we often ask questions to which both we and our listeners already know the answers. Preachers do this. “Are you going to
let sin into your hearts?” Politicians do this. “Do you want four more years of these scandals?” But we should avoid doing this in our
writing because the call-and-response that happens when people are in the same room together doesn’t translate to the written word. Ask a
question in your writing and the reader is likely to think, “I already know the answer to that question” and then stop reading. You don’t
want the reader to assume you have nothing to offer them. For most of an essay you should be providing answers, not asking questions
(until the very end of the essay when you might discuss further research that is needed).
Non Sequiturs don’t work.
“Sex! Now that I have your attention, I want to tell you about….” After such a stunt, you will lose the trust and respect of readers.
Quotes don’t work.
“Martin Luther King once said….” Opening an essay with a famous quote or a quote from an expert is a high school cliché and for that
reason alone you shouldn’t do it. Also, to be relevant quotes must be placed in context but with an opening line the reader doesn’t know
the context. Instead of hooking the reader you have confused them. Besides, you shouldn’t put someone else’s words ahead of your own. It
undermines your authority as a writer.
Definitions don’t work.
“Webster’s dictionary defines corruption as….” Opening an essay with a definition is a high school cliché and should be avoided for that
reason alone. It should also be self-evident that definitions are not attention-grabbing.
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What Can Hook Readers
Keep in mind that not every strategy will work in every essay. The choice of hook should match the topic, audience, and tone of the essay.
A quote from an expert can work—if they were wrong.
“In his 2003 presidential address to the American Economics Association, Robert Lucas, a distinguished practitioner of the field and a
Nobel laureate, proclaimed that ‘macroeconomics was born as a distinct field in the 1940s, as part of the intellectual response to the Great
Depression,’ and that he was able to say confidently ‘that macroeconomics in this original sense has succeeded: Its central problem of
depression prevention has been solved, for all practical purposes, and has in fact been solved for many decades.’ This was, of course,
untrue. Just four years later, in 2007, the United States began to tip into recession.”
Opening with a quote from a famous figure or expert is usually a poor choice for a hook because it is a high school cliché, lacks context,
and puts someone else’s words and ideas ahead of your own. However, these problems disappear if you quote a famous person or expert
who was utterly wrong about your topic and if the reader will recognize their error without much explanation from you. This type of
opener works best in public discourse. The example above is from Vox Media.
A long first sentence can work.
“It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, it was the age of foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it was
the epoch of incredulity, it was the season of Light, it was the season of Darkness, it was the spring of hope, it was the winter of despair.”
—Charles Dickens, A Tale of Two Cities (1859)
This classic opener is a blatant run-on sentence. Dickens made it one long sentence instead a sequence of short sentences because readers
don’t take a breath until the end of a sentence and so a long sentence can pull someone deep into an essay or story.
Describing a specific event in vivid detail can work.
“On a warm summer day in August 1986, vacationers fled the beaches of Coco Beach as millions of stinging jellyfish drifted toward shore.
The species bred off the Florida coast and every year a few drifted onto nearby beaches but scientists had ever seen anything like this. Over
six days, an estimated 40 million jellyfish were deposited across 60 miles of shoreline. This ‘bloom’ of jellyfish was unheard of in 1986 but
thirty years later is increasingly common.”
This opener creates a vivid movie in the mind of the reader. While an anecdote that dramatizes the topic can be a very effective opener,
and is used frequently in journalism, it needs to be a true story. It cannot be a hypothetical. If your chosen essay genre allows or encourages
the inclusion of personal information, like the Call to Action or Rogerian essay, your opening anecdote could be an episode from your own
life but you must quickly connect it to a larger issue.
Illustrating a statistic with a story can work.
“In 2014 two researchers used an algorithm to comb through five petabytes—that’s five million gigabytes—of text uploaded to Google
Books. It would have taken a single person reading eight hours a day over four lifetimes to read every chosen book, but to their surprise
the researchers found what they were looking for in two weeks.”
Numbers do not create movies in the mind of the reader and are quickly forgotten. If you can present a statistic or other piece of
information in story form, do so.
Illustrating a statistic without numbers can work.
“Every year more Americans sit in a theater to see a play or a musical than in an arena or stadium to watch all MLB, NBA, NFL, and NHL
games combined.”
Statistics can work as a hook when they make the reader see something in a new way, as this one does, plus there are no numbers in this
statistic. Instead, this hook relies on the reader’s ability to imagine a theater and a packed football stadium and those contrasting images
make its claim vivid and surprising.
Making the familiar unfamiliar can work.
“The Cold War might never have happened if in the early weeks of 1960 President Eisenhower had rejected the advice of his Joint Chiefs,
listened to his better judgment, and not risked his scheduled visit to the Soviet Union and summit with Premier Khrushchev. Instead, the
president relented and approved a third U-2 flight over the Soviet Union. After the spy play was shot down Khrushchev no longer trusted
Eisenhower and peace talks ended.”
To many the Cold War may seem the inevitable consequence of two great ideologically opposed powers but this essay opener is trying to
make us see the familiar in an unfamiliar way by reminding readers of a forgotten part of history. It also employs a long first sentence.
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Contrasting myth with reality can work.
“Stories of self-made millionaires and billionaires promise that with enough hard work anyone can succeed in America but hard data tells a
different story: that your life chances depend largely on where you grew up and how much your parents earned.”
Opening with a common misconception that you will argue against can hook readers, but only if that misconception is widely and deeply
held and you have compelling evidence that it is false. In the example above myth and reality are presented as two competing stories, one
of anecdotes and one of data, which is a good choice. However, is the American Dream really a widely and deeply held belief after four
decades of stagnant wages, rising inequality, and the Great Recession? This author needs to find contemporary survey data to see what the
public currently thinks, otherwise they risk sounding banal. You should do the same before using this hook.
A pop culture reference can work.
“Despite John Rambo’s tough reputation, First Blood ends with the character in tears, crying about how he was spit upon by protestors
when he returned from the Vietnam War. It is an emotional scene but the story of protestors spitting on veterans is an urban legend that
first appeared in the 1980s, spread in part by movies like Rambo.”
This opener uses a pop culture reference to spark interest in storytelling about the Vietnam War and it contrasts myth with reality.
A mystery can work.
“So many twins have been born in the small southern Brazilian town of Cândido Godói that residents wonder whether something
mysterious lurks in the water, or even if Josef Mengele, the Nazi physician known as the Angel of Death, conducted experiments on the
women there.”
Everyone loves a good mystery, and scientists and researchers are like detectives trying to unravel mysteries of the natural world.
Presenting a line of research as a detective story can work to hook readers. This hook uses both a mysterious town and the luridness of
Nazi experiments to create intrigue around the topic of twinning.
A perplexing observation can work.
“The strange orbits of some dwarf moons in the Kuiper belt have reminded many astronomers of how, after the discovery of Uranus in
1781, a wobble in its orbit led to the mathematical prediction of the existence of Neptune. The strange orbits of these Kuiper belt objects
may suggest that a mysterious Planet X lurks far beyond Pluto.”
Another way of framing research as detective work is to open with a perplexing observation, one that so strange or its implications so
startling that readers will want to solve the mystery. Notice also how the use of “Planet X” and “lurks” instead of “ninth planet” and
“orbits” adds to a sense of mystery
Establishing a unique voice can work.
“If you really want to hear about it, the first thing you'll probably want to know is where I was born, and what my lousy childhood was like,
and how my parents were occupied and all before they had me, and all that David Copperfield kind of crap, but I don't feel like going into
it, if you want to know the truth.” —J. D. Salinger, The Catcher in the Rye (1951)
Salinger references Dickens to explicitly tell the reader his novel won’t be like the stuffy classics. It will be contemporary, authentic, and
unique—qualities that can hook a reader. Similarly, a unique voice for an essay can imply unique perspectives and original thought—
qualities that can hook a reader. However this technique is only appropriate outside of academic discourse.
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Worksheet: Outlining an Argumentative Essay

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Intro Paragraph

hook

topic
intro

thesis
statement

Body Paragraph 1

they say

I say

Body Paragraph 2

they say

I say
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Body Paragraph 3

they say

I say

Body Paragraph 4

they say

I say

Body Paragraph 5

they say

I say
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Body Paragraph 6

they say

I say

Counterpoint
reasonable
people might
object to my
overall
conclusions
because…

I say

Conclusion
restatement of
thesis in light
of the evidence
above

summary of
your essay

further
research;
unanswered
questions;
final thoughts
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Seas of Slime: How Overfishing and Pollution Cause Jellyfish Blooms
In the fall of 2009, a Japanese fishing trawler began to sink in calm waters under a clear
blue sky. The men onboard were struggling to haul in nets loaded with Nomura’s jellyfish, a
giant that can grow over six feet in diameter and weigh up to 440 pounds, but the massive load
was dragging the ten-ton vessel down into the sea and before long the trawler capsized, casting
its crew into the water (Schrope 21). That year enormous jellies choked the waters between
China and Japan, as they had for the past eight years, but in the previous century only three such
“blooms” had been recorded (Purcell 155). Large accumulations of jellies are a natural
phenomenon that occurs in most species (Dawson 852) and blooming may be a natural boomand-bust cycle but it remains unpredictable and wasn’t studied until recently. In the past
scientists have avoided studying jellies because capturing and counting them is quite difficult
(Suchman 113) but increases in jellyfish numbers have been reported across the globe, triggering
dozens of new studies and speculation about the way climate change disturbs the ocean’s
ecosystems (Schrope 20). Although warming waters caused by climate change can contribute to
increased jellyfish numbers in some species, jellyfish populations have not risen uniformly
across the world’s oceans, and consequently overfishing and pollution are the primary causes of
jellyfish blooms.
A wave of new studies began after the journal Hydrobiologia published a paper in 2001
that speculated jellyfish blooms were increasing globally in response to changing ocean
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conditions (Sanz-Martín 1043-44). (For simplicity’s sake, the term jellyfish here refers to all
gelatinous zooplankton like true cnidarian, medusa, ctenophores, and tunicates.) This 2001 study
simply asked questions and refrained from making definitive conclusions but the press reported
it as evidence of a coming “jelly apocalypse” (Sanz-Martín 1043-44). Doubting the media hype,
a team led by Robert Condon conducted a study in 2012 which found no evidence of an upward
global trend but did discover evidence global jellyfish populations fluctuated every ten to twenty
years due to moon and sun cycles (1000). However, this cycle alone does not explain why
specific blooms, such as the Nomura’s jellyfish in the Sea of Japan, have occurred so frequently
since 2000 but seldom happened the entire previous century. In other words, large-scale patterns
in overall global populations do not explain the causes of individual, localized blooms and not
every bloom fits into Condon’s global ten-to-twenty-year pattern.
When a specific jellyfish population is investigated, changes in local sea conditions may
explain seasonal or yearly changes in that population, leading some observers to dismiss blooms
as entirely natural consequences of normal ocean fluctuations. For example, in the Pacific
Northwest populations vary with ocean temperature and the amount of runoff flowing into the
sea from the Columbia River (Suchman et al. 113). However, the authors of this study never
observed the kind of bloom under consideration—a massive increase in jellies that defies past
observations and expectations. Instead, they recorded inconsequential population changes that
would hardly grab the attention of the general public. It seems then that natural ocean
fluctuations can account for the occasional bloom, but not the majority of ahistorical events
recorded over the past twenty years.
On the global level, nothing has altered the oceans more than climate change. Warming
temperatures, rising sea levels from polar meltwater, and ocean acidification have altered
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ecosystems and impacted marine animals around the world. It is reasonable to assume these
changes have contributed to jellyfish blooms as well. Indeed, warmer water temperatures can
trigger a bloom in some species (Purcell 159). Overall ocean temperatures have risen about one
degree Fahrenheit across the globe and if temperature were the primary cause of blooming, one
would expect jelly blooms to appear across the globe more or less evenly. However, not all
species react to warm water the same way. Some of the recent blooms under investigation
occurred during cooler years and then populations dropped in subsequent warmer years (Purcell
222). Climate change may play a role in jellyfish blooms, but the evidence shows it is not the
main driver of these events.
Unlike warm ocean temperatures, overfishing consistently triggers blooms. The largest
and most commercially valuable fish are top predators, and when their numbers are no longer
commercial viable fishermen move “down the food chain” to second-tier predatory fish species
and so on. As predatory fish species have declined in number over the past century, prey animals
at the bottom of the food chain, like jellies, have experienced population explosions. Blooms in
the Mediterranean, Black Sea, and East China Sea, including those of Nomura’s jellyfish, have
been linked to the overfishing of jellyfish predators (Purcell 213-15).
At the same time that commercial fishing has been removing jellyfish predators, human
activity on land has been adding pollutants to the oceans. Fertilizer and nutrient runoff from both
agriculture and lawns raise the level of nitrogen and phosphorous in coastal seas. Dredging,
underwater construction, and shipping increase the turbidity along coastlines as well, and that
turbidity introduces nutrients to the water column that had been resting on or below the sea floor.
This phenomenon, eutrophication, can feed algae that poisons fish and mammals while
nevertheless feeding jellyfish polyps and adults. An abundance of food then stimulates asexual
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and sexual reproduction, leading to bloom events (Purcell 217-18).
Despite the demonstrable connections between overfishing, pollution, and blooms, the
scholarly debate remains fixated on claims of a global bloom increase. Critics contend many
other factors affect jelly populations and available data sets are too small to make definitive
conclusions of a global trend (Sanz-Martín 1040). Indeed, all ecosystems involve complex
interactions between multiple factors. The proliferation of man-made structures in coastal waters
(Duarte 2012), aquaculture (Purcell 220), changing currents (Purcell 161), and climatic cycles
like El Nino affect jelly populations. Additionally, if there are ten-to-twenty-year-cycles as
recent research suggests, then many more years of data is needed to understand them. While both
issues are valid, they are precisely why local blooms deserve further study—in order to
determine local causes, and then use these data points to extrapolate upwards to identify global
trends. Many studies that followed the landmark 2001 paper started at the global level and
extrapolated downward, the opposite of sound science (Dawson 851).
As explored above, warming waters caused by climate change can contribute to increased
jellyfish numbers in some species but the effects of temperature alone cannot explain the
majority of blooms over the past twenty years. The evidence points toward the overfishing of
jellyfish predators and pollution as the primary causes of jellyfish blooms. After decades of
neglect, study of jellyfish populations and ecology is needed to build reliable data sets and
determine if this potential canary in a coal mine signals severe harm to the world’s oceans. Every
bloom is a symptom of ecosystem disruption whether from overfishing of predatory fish,
pollution-fueled algae starving the water of oxygen, or something else. Predictions of a “jellyfish
apocalypse” may have been sensationalized but are not impossible.
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Seas of Slime: How Overfishing and Pollution Cause Jellyfish Blooms
In the fall of2009, a Japanese fishing trawler began to sink in calm waters under a clear
blue sky. The men onboard were struggling to haul in nets loaded with Nomura's jellyfish, a
giant that can grow over six feet in diameter and weigh up to 440 pounds, but the massive load
was dragging the ten-ton vessel down into the sea and before long the trawler capsized, casting
its crew into the water (Schrope 21). That year enormous jellies choked the waters between
China and Japan, as they had for the past eight years, but in the previous century only three such
"blooms" had been recorded (Purcell 155). Large accumulations of jellies are a natural
phenomenon that occurs in most species (Dawson 852) and blooming may be a natural boomand-bust cycle but it remains unpredictable and wasn't studied until recently. In the past
scientists have avoided studying jellies because capturing and counting them is quite difficult
I

(Suchman 113) but increases in jellyfish numbers have been reported across the globe, triggering
dozens of new studies and speculation about the way climate change disturbs the ocean's
ecosystems (Schrope 20). Although warming waters caused by climate change can contribute to
increased jellyfish numbers in some species, jellyfish populations have not risen uniformly
across the world's oceans, and consequently overfishing and pollution are the primary causes of
jellyfish blooms.
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conditions (Sanz-Martin 1043 -44). (For simplicity's sake, the term jellyfish here refers to all
gelatinous zooplankton like true cnidarian, medusa, ctenophores, and tunicates.) This 2001 study
simply asked questions and refrained from making definitive conclusions but the press reported
it as evidence of a coming "jelly apocalypse" (Sanz-Martin 1043-44). Doubting the media hype,
a team led by Robert Condon conducted a study in 2012 which found no evidence of an upward
global trend but did discover evidence global jellyfish populations fluctuated every ten to twenty
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When a specific jellyfish population is investigated, changes in local sea conditions may
explain seasonal or yearly changes in that population, leading some observers to dismiss blooms
as entirely natural consequences of normal ocean fluctuations. For example, in the Pacific
Northwest popUlations vary with ocean temperature and the amount of runoff flowing into the
sea from the Columbia River (Suchman et al. 113).
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, observed the kind of bloom under consideration-a massive increase in jellies that defies past
observations and expectations. Instead, they recorded inconsequential population changes that
would hardly grab the attention of the general public. It seems then that natural ocean
fluctuations can account for the occasional bloom, but not the majority of ahistorical events .
recorded over the past twenty years.

C On the global level, nothing has altered the oceans more than climate change. Warming
.I temperatures, rising sea levels from polar meltwater, and ocean acidification have altered
V

created by Mike Ruso
more syllabi, assignments, & handouts are at mikeruso.com

Last Name 3

./)..
ecosystems and impacted marine animals around the world. It is reasonable to assume these
changes have contributed to jellyfish blooms as well. Indeed, warmer water temperatures can
trigger a bloom in some species (Purcell 159). Overall ocean temperatures have risen about one
degree Fahrenheit across the globe and if temperature were the primary cause of blooming, one
would expect jelly blooms to appear across the globe more or less evenly. oweven, not all
species react to warm water the same way. Some of the recent blooms under investigation
occurred during cooler years and then populations dropped in subsequent warmer years (Purcell
222). Climate change may playa role in jellyfish blooms, but the evidence shows it is not the
main driver of these events.
Unlike warm ocean temperatures, overfishing consistently triggers blooms. The largest
and most commercially valuable fish are top predators, and when their numbers are no longer
commercial viable fishermen move "down the food chain" to second-tier predatory fish species
and so on. As predatory fish species have declined in number over the past century, prey animals
at the bottom of the food chain, like jellies, have experienced population explosions. Blooms in
the Mediterranean, Black Sea, and East China Sea, including those of Nomura's jellyfish, have
( been linked to the overfishing of jellyfish predators (Purcell 213-15).
At the same time that commercial fishing has been removing jellyfish predators, human
activity on land has been adding pollutants to the oceans. Fertilizer and nutrient runoff from both
agriculture and lawns raise the level of nitrogen and phosphorous in coastal seas. Dredging,
underwater construction, and shipping increase the turbidity along coastlines as well, and that
turbidity introduces nutrients to the water column that had been resting on or below the sea floor.
This phenomenon, eutrophication, can feed algae that poisons fish and mammals while
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and sexual reproduction, leading to bloom events (Purcell 217-18).
Despite the demonstrable connections between overfishing, pollution, and blooms, the
scholarly debate remains fixated on claims of a global bloom increase. Critics contend many
other factors affect jelly populations and available data sets are too small to make definitive
conclusions of a global trend (Sanz-Martin 1040). Indeed, all ecosystems involve complex
interactions between multiple factors. The proliferation of man-made structures in coastal waters
(Duarte 2012), aquaculture (Purcell 220), changing currents (Purcell 161), and climatic cycles
like EI Nino affect jelly populations. Additionally, ifthere are ten-to-twenty-year-cycles as
recent research suggests, then many more years of data is needed to understand them. While both
issues are valid, they are precisely why local blooms deserve further study-in order to
determine local causes, and then use these data points to extrapolate upwards to identify global
trends. Many studies that followed the landmark 2001 paper started at the global level and
extrapolated downward, the opposite of sound science (Dawson 851).
As explored above, warming waters caused by climate change can contribute to increased
jellyfish numbers in some species but the effects of temperature alone cannot explain the
majority of blooms over the past twenty years. The evidence points toward the overfishing of
jellyfish predators and pollution as the primary causes of jellyfish blooms. After decades of
neglect, study of jellyfish populations and ecology is needed to build reliable data sets and
determine if this potential canary in a coal mine signals severe harm to the world' s oceans. Every
bloom is a symptom of ecosystem disruption whether from overfishing of predatory fish,
pollution-fueled algae starving the water of oxygen, or something else. Predictions of a "jellyfish
apocalypse" may have been sensationalized but are not impossible.

created by Mike Ruso
more syllabi, assignments, & handouts are at mikeruso.com

Last Name 5
Works Cited
Condon, Robert H., et al. "Recurrent Jellyfish Blooms Are a Consequence of Global
Oscillations." Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the United States of

America, vol. 110, no. 3, 15 Jan. 2013, pp. 1000-1005. EBSCOhost,
doi:l0.1073/pnas.1210920110.
Dawson, Michael N., et al. "Population-Level Perspectives on Global Change: Genetic and
Demographic Analyses Indicate Various Scales, Timing, and Causes of Scyphozoan
Jellyfish Blooms." Biological Invasions, no. 3,2015, p. 851. EBSCOhost,
doi: 10.1007lsI 0530-014-0732-z.
Duarte, Carlos M., et al. "Is Global Ocean Sprawl a Cause of Jellyfish Blooms?" Frontiers in

Ecology & the Environment, vol. 11, no. 2, Mar. 2013, pp. 91-97. EBSCOhost,
doi: 10.l890111 0246.
Purcell Jennifer E., et al. "Anthropogenic Causes of Jellyfish Blooms and Their Direct
Consequences for Humans: A Review." Marine Ecology Progress Series, 2007, p. 153.

EBSCOhost, www.jstor.orglstable/24872087
Purcell, Jennifer E. "Jellyfish and Ctenophore Blooms Coincide with Human Proliferations and
Environmental Perturbations." Annual Review of Marine Science, 2012, p. 209.

EBSCOhost, doi:10.l146/annurev-marine-120709-142751
Sanz-Martin, Marina, et al. "Flawed Citation Practices Facilitate the Unsubstantiated Perception
of a Global Trend toward Increased Jellyfish Blooms." Global Ecology & Biogeography,
vol. 25, no. 9, Sept. 2016, pp. 1039-1049. EBSCOhost, doi:l0.1111/geb.12474.
Schrope, Mark. "Marine Ecology: Attack of the Blobs." Nature, vol. 482, no. 7383, 02 Feb.
2012, pp. 20-21. EBSCOhost, doi:l0.l038/482020a.

created by Mike Ruso
more syllabi, assignments, & handouts are at mikeruso.com

Last Name 6
Suchman, Cynthia, et al. "Large Medusae in Surface Waters ofthe Northern California Current:
Variability in Relation to Environmental Conditions." Hydrobioiogia, vol. 690, no. 1, 30
June 2012, pp. 113-125. EBSCOhost, doi:10.1007/s10750-012-1055-7.

created by Mike Ruso
more syllabi, assignments, & handouts are at mikeruso.com

