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THINK BEFORE YOU WRITE

By, Madeline Bir, Counselor

To be a successful college student you need to be a good writer, and to be a good writer you will need to be able to think critically and rationally. It is not enough to just memorize information from your texts and lectures, you have to know how to use the information in new ways. Instructors are not usually looking for your emotional or illogical reaction to their subject matter, but rather your critical understanding and analysis. To be a critical thinker, one must be willing and able to look at conflicting information, and weigh the evidence to examine the ideas presented. One must be able to tell fact from opinion, and be able to avoid errors in one’s own logic. This process also calls for a letting-go of personal (and possibly long-held) biases. Finally, when writing, critical thinkers are asked to arrive at organized, reasonable conclusions, which often needs to be backed up by evidence. 

Here are several ways to help your writing:

1. Take the COMPASS placement test in the Admissions Office, and take the English course into which you are placed. If you placed into a reading course, also take that. 

2. Take the course “Thinking Critically,” taught by the Philosophy Department. You can learn techniques to help you to think more rationally, clearly, critically.

3. When you are writing, you are trying to communicate something to others; feelings, ideas, information, beliefs. Therefore, you need to have developed a viewpoint before you sit down to write. A viewpoint means your analysis of the facts (which is what many (most?) college papers require), not your emotional reaction to the subject. If you will be asked to state opinions in your paper, however, you must be ready to defend them. 

4. Good writing takes time. If you have a large writing assignment for you class, schedule time everyday, and right from the beginning of the semester to do your research, and to think about the project. Gather as many ideas as you can, and think about them as objectively as you can before you decide your own position.

5.  Start taking notes and do not hesitate to talk with your instructor about your progress. Of course professional writers are always writing, and usually carry notebooks or journals with them at all times--why not consider a journal, or notebook to write down your thoughts as they occur. 

6. When you begin to actually do your writing, set aside large blocks of time (one-to-two hours), with perhaps a 10-minute break. 

Continued….

7. Your instructors will usually give you a format to follow. In none is offered, try this simple organization:

Begin with a formal introduction.

Give your first argument for the idea you are presenting, and give the data & evidence to support it.

Give your second and third argument, etc., if needed, and give the data, etc.

Give your formal conclusion.

8.  When writing, 


Break your sentences and paragraphs into varying lengths. 


Use correct punctuation and grammar.


Present your facts and quotes accurately.


Try to speak through your writing, without be as informal as you are when speaking.

Personal experience that supports your case can enliven your writing, but it’s probably in your best interest to limit those examples.

Type or use a computer.

PROOFREAD everything backwards and forwards. 

Ask someone else to read it and react.

TO WORK ON YOUR OWN CRITICAL THINKING AND WRITING, TAKE THE COURSES LISTED ABOVE. THIS GUIDE IS WRITTEN TO PROVIDE YOU WITH A BRIEF INTRODUCTION TO THE CONCEPTS.

See other guides and related websites on the Counseling page on the Lakeland website, www.lakeland.cc.oh.us
