
 

 

The Art and Science of Writing a College Essay 

 Writing a college research essay is a work of art and science at the same time. The 

art is the creativity and inspiration of the writer, as words become something that can educate, 

inspire, and entertain. The science includes a technical process of research, rules, grammar, and 

format. My papers do follow a set of procedures and rituals that include the science of the 

research procedures and the art of paraphrasing the ideas and opinions of others in a way that 

will reflect my own voice and opinions. My thesis statement should prove my understanding of 

the subject to my audience (“Thesis Statements”). 

 My audience is my English professor and I realize that my purpose is clear and 

overwhelms me because my instructor will use this essay to assess what I have learned this 

semester in English 101. My audience is well educated, therefore I am feeling the pressure to 

shine and show off my new skills as a writer and as a researcher. I wonder if I am ready for this 

assignment and feel a moment of panic and a sinking heart. After a few deep breaths, I set my 

mind to start. 

 I begin by considering the rhetorical triangle because I want my paper to be a success. 

Professor Harris states that the rhetorical triangle is “the interaction among writer, topic, and 

audience” (Harris 1). I am aware that for my paper to be successful, it must hold my interest as 

well as that of my audience. My audience will be looking for details, clarity of writing, and 

proper format. It is important to keep my audience in mind and interact with them, but the words 

should still be my own and include my thoughts and opinions. My assigned topic focuses on the 

procedures for writing a research essay, but I have the freedom to choose an example topic that 

inspires and motivates me. An example topic that I feel passionate about will enable me to be 



 

 

enthusiastic in my writing and hold my audience’s attention due to my inspiration and 

excitement. 

My example topic will be environmental issues and the necessity to educate students on 

this issue. Although my example subject is a field of science, I chose to write this as a 

composition for my English class. Scientific papers typically are dry, factual, and concise, but I 

prefer a little more creativity. I find the passive voice preferred in science papers boring for the 

reader as well as for me the writer. This paper is an essay exam, therefore I need to explain in 

detail my writing process, define what I am saying, and interpret it (Harris 49-55). I am deeply 

interested in my example topic of environmental issues and the impact they will have on future 

generations. Educating younger generations who will live with our dwindling and polluted 

resources is an issue that generates passion in me. I consider how I can approach my audience 

with my interest in this topic.  

 Exploring what I already know about my topic is a good way to start, so I begin and 

outline in the manner of a journalist or lawyer with a list of questions that address What?, Who?, 

Why?, and How? (Brizee). My outline begins with “what” questions: smog, water pollution, 

global warming, and endangered species. My “who” questions include children, the elderly, 

animals, and plants. “Why” is my longest list: humans, technology, trash, toxins, waste disposal, 

building materials, and so many others that I have to cut this list off. I realize that I must not lose 

focus and waste time by researching every known pollutant. My purpose should focus more on 

education and awareness to prevent and improve the problems because this is the thesis subject I 

have in mind for my example paper. The last part of my outline is “how” and includes my 

thoughts for ways to improve and prevent environmental issues. I find that education is my first 

thought, but I brainstorm and add to my list. My goal is to expand on all of my topics and tie 



 

 

them together in a way that will hold my audience’s attention and prove my belief that 

environmental education should be a mandatory course in school science curriculum. This is a 

cause that I would like to support and Professor Harris states that writing a research essay should 

begin with a clear purpose to explore, define, analyze, and persuade (Harris 3). 

I do not yet have a formal opening statement written, but I have a cause that I support and 

that is to promote environmental education. My research will help me solidify and form my 

thesis. Scribbling some possible opening statements down at the bottom of my page, I make 

notes of possible sources to support my thoughts and feelings with facts. What I find in my 

research will help me word my thesis so that my reader will know exactly what my paper is 

about, and my facts will back up my statement. 

Potential searches for these facts are EPA sponsored sites and journals, Popular Science 

magazine articles, educational web sites, books, and reputable environmental studies. My paper 

is still just a vague group of notes, but I feel better for having started and I start to calm down. As 

I continue to work on my outline, I add possible resources that support my theory that students 

need environmental studies to compete and survive in the world today. I usually gather some 

material that I will later discard as irrelevant or unreliable. Evaluating sources and narrowing my 

search can save me valuable time. I am learning how to narrow and evaluate my research and 

this final project is proving a learning experience for me. Having added possible materials to my 

outline, I study my outline to see what I have to work with. 

I believe my outline is complete and I am almost ready to start my final research. First, 

however, I take my instructors’ directions back out and once again read them carefully. This 

paper must be in MLA format with a specific font and size. I will pay careful attention to my 

headings because I have neglected to check my headings on past papers. I am still aware of my 



 

 

audience and sometime during this past semester, I began to understand why she prefers MLA 

format. This format is preferred in English because it is consistently structured, and allows the 

reader to find Web links, and other sources of media cited in the paper (Russell).  

Proper citations name and verify the author giving credit where credit is due. I have 

learned to use direct quotations only when my own words will not have the same impact or 

meaning, but I should not use too many quotations. After all, I am not in a quilting class cutting 

pieces and sewing them together. I am creating something original, based on factual research 

with my own words and voice. Now I am wondering if the last sentence is something that I read, 

and I am not sure whether to search for a source to cite. After careful consideration, I decide that 

the statement is mine and stems from common knowledge that any writer, student, my audience, 

and most people already know. One of my fears is to accidentally plagiarize or fail to cite my 

sources (Harris 382- 3). When I doubt whether a statement is common knowledge or not, it is 

best to cite it. 

By now, my brakes have locked and I am at a standstill with writer’s block; a problem 

that commonly occurs whenever I write. I decide to warm up with some freestyle writing. My 

version of free writing is not entirely typical of the definition author Peter Elbow uses because I 

cannot break myself of the habit of editing for punctuation and spelling when I free write 

(Elbow). However, I do not revise when writing freestyle, but leave the cutting and arrangement 

of my sentences and structure for later. My revising could go on forever, but I have a deadline 

for this paper. I just want to get some ideas down and see what I can use and what I might 

discard later during the revision process. Free writing is a new tool that I have learned this 

semester; I use my own version of it and I find it useful. 



 

 

 I write freely about my thoughts on environmental issues using my outline as a guide. 

Some of my writing generates useful ideas and phrases. What surprises me about free writing is 

the way that I use descriptions when I do not stop and rack my brain for descriptive terms. I have 

found that much of my writing style is already in my brain, but locked up. This style of writing 

lets the words and feelings tumble out. I will later revise, edit, and decide what I will keep or 

discard. So far, my writing is not a finished product, but I recognize my individual voice and 

thoughts in it. I believe that I can use some parts of it in my essay. The topic interests me enough 

to hold my attention and echoes my own opinions. 

I believe environmental education will influence young people, and after exploring some 

primary sources by interviewing students and teachers, I am inspired to form my thesis (Harris 

334). It is important to grab my audience’s attention and clearly state the purpose for my paper 

(“Thesis Statements”). As an example, I could use the following thesis statement: To help 

preserve and protect Earth’s natural resources, curriculum must expand to include environmental 

awareness studies and include the tools for students to compete in the growing field of green 

careers. This statement will clearly prepare my audience for what to anticipate in my paper. I 

believe there are many new green careers developing that will require new skills and education 

will prepare students for these fields. Education and awareness will help to protect our Earth. 

Today’s business world recognizes the need to protect our environment, and consumers 

demand that industry step up to the task. When I establish this idea, my paper will introduce my 

audience to the growing trend for businesses to go green. I am aware that careers in the 

environmental field are growing, but this might not be common knowledge for everyone. From 

the economic theory of supply and demand, the demand will be high for these emerging career 

fields and the supply of qualified workers will be low. I find a reputable source to cite that 



 

 

supports my statement, Brian Wingfield, who is an expert in the field of emerging green careers 

(Wingfield). This strengthens my thesis statement and is a clear path that I can follow in my 

essay. Now I am ready to begin a serious search to support my ideas. I want my facts to be 

reputable and unbiased which presents a need for me to find legitimate sources. 

I begin online first, and although the volume of information can be overwhelming, I have 

learned to use Boolean operators and phrases to narrow my search using the words, and, or, not, 

and quotation marks (Harris 349). For example, using the words children and education, I find 

the website Speaking of Nature (Danielson). I check the author and find he is a respected author 

and journalist whose focus is natural science education for young children. He provides his email 

and his website is current. I do not see bias in his writing and I feel that some of his work would 

be useful for my paper. His site links to several respected environmental groups that support and 

cite his writing. His site is easy to navigate and is free from advertisement. I analyze his 

biography and find that he is a former forest ranger with degrees in both education and 

environmental studies. The Internet has provided me with material, but I am a bit old fashioned 

and I prefer books. 

I find one book that excites me by Rob Bowden titled Water Supply, Our Impact on the 

Planet. As I read the passages, I think carefully about what the author is saying, and then I put 

the book away. I carefully paraphrase in my own words my interpretation of what he writes. 

Failure to paraphrase correctly is accidental plagiarism; a plague that students suffer from when 

writing. 

 My assigned topic is how to write a research essay for college, but I know that what 

works for me will not work for all students. The basic procedures I follow work for me and will 

keep me focused on any assignment for any class. How one drafts and researches her paper is not 



 

 

as important as the result. I revise and then edit for punctuation, spelling, and grammar. This type 

of writing is not my idea of a good time, but I find that I learn something with every paper I 

write. My paper should be easy to read and hold the audience’s attention. My paragraphs flow 

together until I reach a conclusion that supports my thesis and summarizes the main points of my 

paper. I use creativity and words as an art, but follow the science of proper research and format. 

It is not an easy process, but who said writing was easy? Research essays teach me to think and 

to evaluate, and while they may feel like torture at times, the goal is to help me learn and expand 

my mind. College writing is a discipline that is useful for any future class or career. 
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