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CHAPTER 2 

Expectations for 
College Writing

What does it mean to be a college student? It means becoming the self and the 
thinker and the writer you most want to be. It means engaging with challenging 
new ideas and with people who are different from you in many ways. It means 
not only opening your books (including this one!) but also opening your mind. 
In a time when many writers find themselves in the echo chambers provided by 
social media — where they encounter only ideas and views like their own —  
opening our minds seems especially necessary. Indeed, openness is a theme that 
many groups across the country are pursuing as one way to bridge the divisions 
that keep people apart, isolated in their own echo chambers. The Listen First 
Project is one such group, dedicated to bringing people together and to helping 
us understand one another. With its nationwide National Conversation 
Project, Listen First aims to open minds by modeling the kind of respectful civil 
discourse you can practice as a college writer, speaker, and thinker.

2a Expecting — and engaging — difference
Whether you go to college in the North, 
South, East, or West and whether you attend 
an HBCU, a large state university, a two-
year college, a small liberal arts college, or 
a technical college, whether you come from 
a conservative or liberal background — or 
somewhere in between — you will meet 
people who come from very different places 
with a range of cultures and values, who 
speak different languages and dialects, who 
think in different ways, and who have ideas 
unlike your own.

This fact of life offers you an exciting opportunity to do what author Maria 
Lugones called “world traveling” — that is, to travel vicariously, without ever 

In college, you will encounter 
people from a wide range of 
backgrounds. PeopleImages/E+/Getty Images
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leaving your campus — to learn about cultures, languages, and ways of knowing 
practiced by people from other places, to listen and slowly understand, and to 
engage differences in an open and welcoming way.

But do college students today take advantage of such opportunities? How 
do students feel about engaging with people and ideas very different from their 
own? What do they see as barriers to such engagement, and what do they see 
as the benefits of overcoming or challenging those barriers? Those are ques-
tions I had in mind when I asked more than one hundred undergraduates from 
schools across the country to respond to a brief questionnaire.

Results indicate that these students want to be tolerant and open and to 
engage people who are different from them; they think that understanding oth-
ers is important. In fact, one student summed up what others had said: they 
want to “be able to have a conversation with anyone, anywhere in the world, 
about any topic.” Nearly half of the students said that they often talked to peo-
ple who had different opinions from theirs and most said they “felt comfort-
able” doing so. And nearly all of them had a good friend who spoke a different 
language or came from a different cultural background.

EXERCISE 2.1 

Reflect on both the social and academic writing you have done in the past year. 
Identify a specific piece of writing that demonstrates your attempt to understand a 
point of view different from your own. Write a paragraph in which you explore why it 
was important for you to develop an understanding of another viewpoint.

Understanding barriers to open engagement

Engaging differences in open-minded and fair ways is an ambitious goal. You 
may have witnessed disagreements or even closed-mindedness in your commu-
nity or in your own family; certainly you have seen disagreement play out in 
your everyday life as well as in a number of ways in the national media. Have 
you ever wondered why it’s so difficult to reach common ground? The college 
students in a survey conducted for this book listed a number of barriers that 
prevent people from reaching common ground on difficult issues and topics:

• fear (of being judged, of venturing out of comfort zones, of questioning beliefs)
• stubbornness
• ego (“my way or the highway” thinking)
• ingrained cultural and religious beliefs
• lack of knowledge, understanding, or willingness to listen
• name-calling and labeling
• stereotyping
• peer influence (“mob mentality”)
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One student in the survey identified “language barriers” as an important consid-
eration, saying that two people may “want the same thing” but “are describing it 
in different terms and thus cannot understand each other.” Another says that the 
“most common disagreements” are ones based on “terminology: when we dis-
agree about the definition of keywords, I find there is no common ground.”

Some students spoke personally of how such barriers are affecting them, 
like a student who identifies as very conservative: “I know I’m in a minority at 
my school . . . [so] I tend to avoid controversial topics in public forums because 
it often proves to be fruitless, a waste of time. It typically ends in outrage.” This 
student felt “there’s a better chance of pigs falling out of the sky” than of being 
understood and accepted by classmates. This student is surely not alone in 
these feelings, indicating the very real need for others to listen respectfully and 
openly to their views.

This small study, then, suggests that many students feel a mismatch 
between the goals of openness, empathy, and understanding — and the harsh 
reality of barriers that prevent achieving these goals. For the writing and speak-
ing you will be asked to do as a college student, try to commit yourself to over-
coming such barriers and welcoming new ideas and different people.

Seeing the benefits of welcoming difference

As a college student, you’ll be expected to grapple with ideas and texts of 
 increasing complexity. And you’ll also be expected to write and speak in response 
to a world of ideas, even those you disagree with. In spite of barriers, students 

Those who disagree with one another often point fingers more than they listen.  
ANNA GASSOT/AFP/Getty Images
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I surveyed continue to recognize and applaud the benefits of being open-minded 
and respecting difference in their colleges and communities. “Being open-
minded is like traveling,” noted one student: “it allows you to experience more 
of life. Instead of just seeing a drawing, you get to see things in full color and with 
texture and sound. Even if you don’t like it, you’ve experienced alternative possi-
bilities.” The students identified important personal and social benefits to being 
open-minded and engaging difference:

• learning, awareness
• expanding your experience
• self-knowledge, self-growth
• appreciation for the diversity and complexity of the human experience
• opportunity to explore ideas
• humanizing people who are different from you
• experiencing school as a safer environment (intellectually and physically)

In short, many or most of these students see college as a place to explore ideas 
and conduct research and see “being open-minded and respectful of other 
faiths/belief systems/ideas/research” as “essential.” We certainly can’t, and 
shouldn’t, accept all ideas as equally valid, but each student member “deserves 
the right to study and consider ideas in a safe environment.” Achieving such 
an environment seems absolutely essential, another student says, “if we want 
closed-mindedness to end.” As you write in response to the ideas of others, 
reflect on what you see as the benefits of an open mind.

Learning to balance emotion and inquiry

Students responding to this survey also recognized that emotions can some-
times carry them away in a discussion of a controversial or difficult topic, even 
when they believe they should be able to be “calm and reasonable.” In heated 
conversations, for example, while 29 percent of the students said they feel 
“excitement” or “confidence” during such confrontations, the greatest number 
said they feel “annoyance” or “anxiety,” while a few reported feeling “anger” or 
“hostility.” Another student elaborated, saying that it’s easy to see such instances 
as “contests, not conversations.”

People enter into a conversation with predetermined ideas of what is right 
and what is wrong (usually that they are right and the other person is wrong) 
instead of actually being open to understanding where the other person is 
coming from. I think people are hard-wired to do this, and getting away from 
this adversarial perspective is very emotionally taxing, which makes it rare.

Difficult conversations and deep inquiry often lead to growth and learning, but 
they can be “emotionally taxing.” You may feel, as the students in the survey 
did, the need for a safe environment that lends itself to conversations rather 
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than contests. Even when you are assigned academic writing that may not be 
based on personal experience, know that there is often an element of passion in 
the arguments you will read and make as a student.

If you are at least a little like the students who responded to these ques-
tions, you are well aware of the challenges involved in engaging differences 
respectfully and effectively while honoring your own convictions and values. 
However, you also know that part of your intellectual and emotional growth in 
college will depend on your taking opportunities to examine those convictions 
and perhaps even shifting or changing some of them. After all, that’s what it 
means to learn and to grow.

 EXERCISE 2.2 

In a 2019 survey, current college students were asked the following:

When you are engaged in a heated conversation about a topic that’s difficult or 
controversial, which one of these emotions do you feel most often: excitement, 
confidence, annoyance, anxiety, fear, anger, or hostility?

Take this opportunity to write your own response to the question, explaining your 
choice and reflecting on a particular conversation from your own experience. Would 
you change anything about your own approach to such conversations — ones with 
substantial differences of opinion?

2b  Choosing openness and developing habits 
of mind

As this discussion of engaging difference points out, you may find yourself in 
classes or living in a dorm with people who hold opposing views on a range of 
topics, and you might have to work together to solve academic, social, and even 
professional challenges. While it’s easy to diss — or  dismiss — others in online 
settings, it’s much harder to do so when the person is sitting right there with 
you. That’s one reason your classes and other campus spaces are so important 
for learning: they put you face-to-face with others you may not agree with or 
understand and allow you to open your mind and your world — and invite 
them to do the same.

Openness is one way to get the most out of college and learn from  others 
who are different from you. The authors of The Framework for Success in 
 Postsecondary Writing identify eight key abilities — which they call “habits of 
mind” — that support success in college, and openness is one of them:

curiosity persistence
openness responsibility
engagement flexibility
creativity metacognition
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It’s worth noting that cultivating these habits of mind will help you to think 
 rhetorically — that is, with careful attention to all the elements that make up any 
communication situation. Doing so is a major key to success in college and beyond.

Considering the full context of your college work also means consider-
ing what your instructors will most likely expect of you. Certainly they will 
expect you to be open to learning from and with people of widely different 
backgrounds and perspectives. They also will want you to think critically and 
rhetorically, reflect on and assess your own learning, consider ethical issues, 
identify and solve problems, do meaningful research, and present the knowl-
edge you construct in a variety of genres and media. Your success will depend 
on communicating clearly, respectfully, and openly — and on making appropri-
ate choices for your context and your audience.

2c Using social media wisely
Social connections today involve so much writing that you probably write more 
out of class than in class. Writing on social media allows writers to reach large 
audiences and to get instant responses.

On Twitter, for example, you can compose short bursts of up to 280 char-
acters, tagging content, tweeting at groups and individuals, and pointing toward 
links to start discussions, participate in ongoing conversations, and invite 
others to join you. But you can also encounter bots and trolls,  mean-spirited 
 “haters,” and even stalkers. As Steve Kerr, head coach of the Golden State 

Sheeple who buy into the plastic bag hoax are as dumb as the ones
who buy into the global warming hoax.

Replying to
Dec 27, 2019

As we realize the disastrous e�ects of single use plastics, like
shopping bags, it’s perfectly reasonable to change our shopping
habits.

Single-use initially changed the market and the way we shop, now
that we know its impacts we can �nd ways to shop/produce better.

Replying to
Dec 27, 2019

Disagreements are common on social media; some users insult and point fingers while 
others use reason.
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Warriors, points out, social media writing “can come back and haunt you 
quickly.” He suggests paying careful attention to what you write and to whom 
and always remembering that there’s a person on the other side of that message. 
Further, you need to think twice about information you get from social media: 
spreading rumors and false information is as easy as a retweet. Keep in mind 
that being an effective writer, reader, and rhetorical thinker calls for both being 
responsible (one of those habits of mind!) for what you post and being skepti-
cal of what you read on social media.

 EXERCISE 2.3 

Choose a sample of your own informal writing from a social media site, blog, or 
your own text messages. What motivated you to write the post — curiosity, a hunch, 
anger? What did you assume about your readers, and why? Why did you choose the 
words, images, links, or other parts of the text, and how do these choices contribute 
to the way the writing comes across to an audience? Did you include any reposted 
material, and if so, can you vouch for its accuracy? Did the writing do what you 
wanted it to do? Why, or why not?

2d Positioning yourself as an academic writer
You probably have less familiarity with academic writing contexts than you do 
with informal social media writing. And you may not have written anything 
very lengthy or done extensive research. The full contexts for your college writ-
ing will require you to face new challenges and even new definitions of writing; 
you may be asked, for example, to create a persuasive website or infographic, or 
to research, write, and deliver a multimedia presentation. And if you grew up 
speaking and writing in other languages, the transition to producing effective 
college work can pose both opportunities and challenges.

Meeting expectations for U.S. academic writing

Instructors sometimes assume that students are already familiar with expectations 
for college writing. To complicate the matter, there is no single “correct” style of 
communication in any country, including the United States. Further, what is con-
sidered good writing in one field of study is not necessarily “good” in another. 
Within a field, different rhetorical situations and genres may call for different ways 
of writing. In business, for example, memos are usually short and simple, while a 
market analysis report may require complex paragraphs with tables, graphs, and 
diagrams. Even the variety of English sometimes referred to as “standard English” 
covers a wide range of styles (see Chapter 34). In spite of this wide variation, several 
features are often associated with U.S. academic English in general:

• conventional grammar, spelling, punctuation, and mechanics
• organization that links ideas explicitly (Chapter 5)
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• an easy-to-read type size and typeface, conventional margins, and double 
spacing

• explicitly stated claims supported by evidence (Chapter 11)
• careful documentation of all sources (Chapters 18–21)
• consistent use of an appropriate level of formality (Chapter 3)
• conventional use of idioms (Chapter 55)
• use of conventional academic formats (for literature reviews, research essays, 

lab reports, and research proposals)

Remember, though, that such conventions can and will change and that new 
contexts always require new conventions. As new genres appear, writers are 
experimenting in exciting ways and questioning old conventions, especially in 
terms of style. So academic writing itself is changing, opening up to new ways 
of approaching topics and new ways of getting points across (see 11g for a dis-
cussion of narrative elements in argument writing, for example). Keep this in 
mind as you approach your college writing assignments, and talk with instruc-
tors and fellow students about how you can make your academic writing fresh 
and exciting and sound like you.

Establishing authority

In the United States, most college instructors expect student writers to begin 
to establish their own authority — to become constructive critics who can 
analyze and interpret the work of others. But what does establishing authority 
mean in practice?

• Assume that your informed opinions count and that your audience expects 
you to present them in a well-reasoned manner.

• Show your familiarity with the ideas and works of others, both from the assigned 
course reading and from points your instructor and classmates have made.

Being direct and clear

Your instructors will often expect you to get to the point quickly and to be 
direct throughout an essay. Research for this book confirms that readers depend 
on writers to organize and present their material — using sections, paragraphs, 
sentences, arguments, details, and source citations — in ways that aid under-
standing. Good academic writing prepares readers for what is coming next, 
provides definitions, and includes topic sentences. (See 4e–f for a description 
of the organization that instructors often prefer in student essays.) To achieve 
directness in your writing, try the following strategies:

• State your main point early and clearly.
• Avoid hedging your statements. Instead of writing I think the facts reveal, 

come right out and say The facts reveal (see 11i).
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• Use appropriate evidence, such as examples and concrete details, to support 
each point.

• Make transitions from point to point obvious and clear. The first sentence of 
a new paragraph should reach back to the preceding paragraph and then look 
forward to what is to come (see Chapter 5).

• Guide readers by using sentences that link together smoothly (see Chapter 5).
• Follow logical organizational patterns (see Chapter 4).
• Format the project appropriately for the audience and purpose you have in 

mind (see Chapter 3).

TALKING THE TALK  CONVENTIONS

“Aren’t conventions just rules with another name?” Not entirely. Conventions —  
agreed-on practices of grammar, punctuation, and style — convey shorthand 
information from writer to reader. But unlike hard-and-fast rules, conventions are 
flexible; a convention appropriate for one time or situation may be inappropriate for 
another. You may also choose to ignore conventions at times to achieve a particular 
effect. (Notice the sentence fragment Not entirely at the beginning of this box, for 
example.) As you become more experienced and confident in your writing, you will 
develop a sense of which conventions to apply in different writing situations.

2e  Reading and listening respectfully and 
actively

Your instructors expect you to be an active reader, one who brings an inquir-
ing mind and talks back to texts and topics. You also need to be an active and 
attentive listener who respects the perspectives of others and is open to new 
and challenging ideas. And remember that stating your own informed opinions 
needn’t be combative; just as you listen respectfully to others’ opinions, so they 
should listen to yours.

Reading and listening respectfully

One of the benefits of college is learning new things and encountering people 
and ideas that at first may seem completely foreign to you. While you may seek 
out only like-minded people on social media (but be careful of the effects of 
such echo chambers if you do!), in your college classes you will encounter a 
great diversity of perspectives. Psychologists find that engaging with such dif-
ferences is actually good for us, helping us broaden our viewpoints and open 
our minds. Your instructors will expect you to bring such openness to class dis-
cussions and to the texts you read. Here are some tips for doing so.
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BEING AN OPEN-MINDED LEARNER

• Understand what others are saying before drawing conclusions about what 
they have said. This requires careful and respectful listening and reading.

• Practice empathy by looking at the issue from the other person’s or author’s 
point of view, trying to understand where they are coming from and why 
they are making certain points.

• Try to be invitational rather than confrontational.

Then, when you feel you have a good understanding of the message or text, you 
can bring your full critical abilities to bear, making counterpoints or offering 
your own point of view, though always with fairness and respect.

Reading and listening actively

The following strategies (and the detailed advice in Chapter 9) will help you 
read and listen actively. And remember that online, you may often need to read 
defensively. The following tips can help you do both.

BEING AN ACTIVE READER AND LISTENER

• Note the name of the author and the date and place of publication or 
presentation; these offer clues to the writer’s or speaker’s purpose and audience.

• Understand the overall content of a text or presentation well enough to 
summarize it (15d).

• Formulate critical questions, and bring these questions up in class.
• Understand each sentence, and make connections between sentences 

and paragraphs. Keep track of repeated themes or images and how they 
contribute to the entire piece.

• Note the author’s attitude toward and assumptions about the topic. Then think 
about how the attitude and assumptions might affect the author’s thinking.

• Read defensively as you note the author’s sources: What evidence does the 
writer or speaker rely on, and why? Are the sources accurate and reliable? 
How can you tell?

• Distinguish between the author’s stance, or position, and the author’s 
reporting on the stances of others. Watch for phrases that signal an opposing 
argument: while some have argued that . . . , in the past . . . , and so on.

• Engage. If online readings allow you to post a comment, take advantage of 
the opportunity to get your voice into the conversation.

Participating in class

Some cultures view speaking up in class as inappropriate or even rude. In U.S. 
colleges, however, doing so is expected and encouraged. Some instructors even 
assign credit for class participation. The challenge is to contribute without 
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 losing track of the overall aims of the class and without monopolizing the dis-
cussion. These guidelines can help.

BEING AN ACTIVE CLASS PARTICIPANT

• Be prepared by having completed the reading or writing homework.
• Listen purposefully, following the flow of the conversation closely and 

writing notes that can help you join in.
• Make your comments count by asking a key question to clarify a point, by 

taking the conversation in a more productive direction, or by analyzing or 
summarizing what has been said.

• Respond to questions or comments by others as specifically as possible (The 
passage on p. 42 supports your point rather than I agree).

• If you have trouble participating in class discussions, try making one 
comment a day. You might also ask your instructor for suggestions.

Remember that while there is no direct correlation between talking in class 
and being intellectually engaged (since many students are participating 
actively, whether or not they are speaking), participating actively in the con-
versation gives you a chance to get your own views considered and signal your 
engagement.

2f Planning research
One of the most exciting aspects of college is engaging in research that is 
important to you. You might start out just being curious about how many stu-
dents on your campus are vegetarians, for example, and end up with a research 
project for a sociology class that then becomes part of a multimedia presenta-
tion about eating healthy foods that you present to your kid sister’s third-grade 
class. Many of your writing assignments will require extensive formal research 
with a wide range of sources from various media as well as information drawn 
from observations, interviews, or surveys.

Research can help you access important information that you didn’t know, 
even if you know a topic very well. And no matter what you discover, college 
research is an important tool for establishing credibility with your audience 
members and thus gaining their confidence. Often, what you write will be only 
as good as the research on which it is based. (For more on research, see Part 4.)

2g Using digital tools effectively
Your instructors will often expect you to communicate both in and out of class 
using a variety of media. You may be asked to post to course management sys-
tems, lists, blogs, and wikis, and you may respond to the work of others on such 
sites. In addition, you will probably contact your instructor and classmates 

03_lunsfordsmh9e_10753_pt02_013_106.indd   24 08/17/20   1:01 PM

COPYRIGHT (C) MACMILLAN LEARNING. NOT FOR DISTRIBUTION.



 Using digital tools effectively 25
coll exp
2g

using email and text messages. Because digital communication is so common, 
it’s easy to fall into the habit of writing very informally. If you forget to adjust 
style and voice for different occasions and readers, you may undermine your 
own intentions.

Using best practices for formal messages and posts

Email was once seen as highly informal, but you probably use it today mainly 
for more formal purposes, particularly to communicate for work and for school. 
When writing most academic and professional messages, then, or when posting 
to a public list that may be read by people you don’t know well, follow the conven-
tions of academic English, and be careful not to offend or irritate your audience. 
Remember that jokes may be read as insults and that ALL CAPS may look like 
shouting. Finally, proofread to make sure your message is clear and free of errors, 
and that it is addressed to your intended audience, before you hit send.

Using best practices for informal situations

Sometimes audiences expect informality. When you write in certain situations —  
Twitter posts, for example, and most text messages — you can play with (or 
ignore) the conventions you would follow in formal writing. Most people receiv-
ing text messages expect shorthand such as btw for “by the way,” but be cautious 
about using such shortcuts with an employer or instructor. You may want to 
stick to a more formal method of contact if your employer or instructor has not 
 explicitly invited you to send text messages — or texted you first.

Even when you think a situation calls for an informal tone, be attuned to 
your audience’s needs and your purpose for writing. And when writing for any 
online writing space that allows users to say almost anything about themselves 
or to comment freely on the postings of others, bear in mind that anonymity 
sometimes makes online writers feel less inhibited than they would be in a face-
to-face discussion. Don’t say anything you would want to remain private, and 
even if you disagree with another writer, avoid personal attacks.

THINKING CRITICALLY ABOUT YOUR EXPECTATIONS FOR 
COLLEGE WRITING

How do you define good college writing? Make a list of the characteristics you 
come up with. Then make a list of what you think your instructors’ expectations are 
for good college writing and note how they may differ from yours. (Research for this 
book suggests that many students today define good writing as “writing that makes 
something happen in the world.” Would that line up with your definition or that of 
your instructors?) What might account for the differences — and the similarities — in 
the definitions and lists? Do you need to alter your ideas about good college writing 
to meet your instructors’ expectations? Why, or why not?
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