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Paper Instructions
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Be sure to read (and reread!) this handout before you start writing and also after you finish your paper… you can avoid many problems that way. You should also consult the Annotated Sample Grading Sheet handout for grading information.

General Requirements

The argumentative paper you are required to write in this course must meet the following five requirements in order for its content and its mechanics to be assessed in any way: 

1. Approved topic

Your paper must be on an approved topic. An approved topic is one that is either assigned, listed on a “possible topics” handout for the assignment in question or which is cleared by the professor before writing begins. 

If your paper is not on an approved topic, it will not be assessed further and you will be required to write another paper. Late penalties will apply to the new submission for the amount of days (including weekend days) between the time the initial paper is returned to you and when you submit the new paper. 

2. Argumentative essay

Your paper must be an argumentative essay. An argumentative essay is a paper in which a thesis is set forth, argued for, and defended against possible objections. 

A thesis is simply a claim regarding some issue and a claim is a statement that is either true or false. If, for example, I am writing about abortion, I could set forth the thesis “abortion should be made illegal at all stages of pregnancy” or “abortion should be not be made illegal at any stage of pregnancy” (or, for that matter, any other stance in between these two positions). 

To argue for a thesis is to present reasons to believe your thesis is correct. Reasons offered in support of a thesis are called premises.  The more different reasons you give for your thesis and the stronger those reasons are, the better your argument will be. To continue with the same example, if I set forth the thesis “abortion should be made illegal at all stages of pregnancy,” I would need to present reasons for you to believe I am right. One reason I might give in support of my thesis is “abortion is the taking of an innocent person’s life.” This reason would, of course, need to be explained and elaborated upon –being sure to connect it to the thesis set forth. To do this, I could say something like “it is illegal to take the life of an innocent person,” “from the moment of conception there is a human person present,” and “the embryo/fetus/baby is innocent –has not threatened anyone’s life, etc.” 

Defending your position (=thesis + premises) is a two step process. First, possible objections must be raised. The stronger the possible objections to your thesis are, the better your argument will be. Don’t fill your paper with silly, unreasonable, indefensible or illogical objections –consider only the best objections to your position. For the example we have been using, at least two strong objections could be raised: “it is not true that there is a human person present from the moment of conception” and “it is not always true that the embryo/fetus/baby is innocent.”

The second step in defending your position is to try to counter the possible objections to your thesis –i.e., try to show that they are incorrect. For example, one could try to counter the “it is not true that there is a human being present from the moment of conception” objection by arguing something like: “Determining whether something is human or not is, and can only be, a biological question. Biologically, from the moment of conception there is a complete set of human DNA present. Therefore, from the moment of conception there is a human being present.” The more difficult it is to counter the objections to your position, the more confident you can be that you have raised strong possible objections. Sometimes, however, you realize that an objection to your position makes a good point. When this happens (and it frequently does, so don’t despair!), what you need to do is go back and modify your initial thesis (and revise other statements you’ve made throughout your paper in keeping with your modified thesis). For example, if I come to realize that an embryo/fetus/baby does sometimes threaten the life of the pregnant woman (i.e., is sometimes non-innocent), I would need to revise my thesis to take that into account. Instead of claiming that “abortion should be made illegal at all stages of pregnancy,” I could instead claim that “abortion should be made illegal at all stages of pregnancy except in cases where the embryo/fetus/baby puts the life of the pregnant woman at risk.”   

Argumentative essays are challenging to write. It is frequently difficult for us to back up our opinions about various issues, and that is exactly what an argumentative essay requires us to do. It is also sometimes quite difficult to raise strong objections against our own position, especially when we are emotionally invested in that position. That is, however, both what an argumentative essay requires and one of the characteristic traits of a critical thinker. As such, argumentative essays require a significant amount of time to successfully complete. So, give yourself lots of time to work on your paper before it is due and be prepared to revise it at least once before submitting it. 

3. Premises are open to anyone regardless of age, sex, religion, race, or ethnic background

Each of the reasons you give in support of your thesis must be open to anyone, regardless of their age, sex, religion, race, or ethnic background. Philosophical arguments (and this is a philosophy course!) must always set forward premises whose truth can be determined independently of any type of prejudice (age, race, ethnic background) and of any item of faith (religion) like “what the Bible says is true,” “God exists,” “Jesus is the Savior,” etc. This is what makes philosophical arguments open to anyone… anyone can consider what is being said in support of the thesis without, first, needing to have a particular ethnic background, religious affiliation, and so forth. 

This requirement can be confusing, particularly when it comes to offering premises that are not based on an item of faith. Aren’t there a whole bunch of philosophical arguments for, for example, the existence of God? Yes, there are and, yes, they are philosophical so long as the premises offered in support of the claim “God exists” don’t depend on an item of faith… the claim must be argued for in a non-religious way in order to be a philosophical argument. If, however, the existence of God is argued for with premises like “the Bible says that God exists” then you are not offering a philosophical argument because that premise requires that one already believe that what the Bible says is true (and that requires that one already be a Christian).  

4. Non-plagiarized

A plagiarized paper is a paper that contains any amount of plagiarized material. A set of words, a sentence, a paragraph, an idea, and so forth is plagiarized if it is not one’s own but is nevertheless presented as being one’s own. If you are using a source (person, book, article, website, etc.) for any amount of material, you must credit your source for the material in question. You can do this by inserting a footnote number beside the borrowed material and providing complete source information in the footnote itself. You can be confident that you have provided complete source information if a reader can readily find the borrowed material using the reference information you provide. A paper containing any amount of plagiarized material automatically gets 0% for that assignment. If the plagiarism occurs in a paper which is supposed to be revised and expanded at a later date, the grade of 0% will be recorded for that assignment in its entirety… you will not have the opportunity to revise and expand your plagiarized paper. Also, further penalties may be pursued at the professor’s discretion. 

5. Electronic copy

You must submit an electronic copy of your paper. All papers will be checked for plagiarism on turnitin.com, a plagiarism detection service that requires electronic submissions. The best way to submit an electronic copy of your paper is to copy and paste your paper into an email message to me. Be sure to submit the electronic copy of your paper by the paper due date. Late penalties are calculated based on when the electronic copy of your paper is received. As electronic copies can be received over the weekend, Saturdays and Sundays count in the calculation of the late penalty to be applied to your paper. 

Please note that if you submit your paper on a floppy disk that it MUST be saved as a Microsoft Word document. If it is not, I will most probably not be able to open your document. And if I cannot open your document, you will be docked late penalties until I have received an electronic copy of your paper that I can, in fact, open.

Content

The content of your paper will be evaluated in terms of the six following criteria:

1. Thesis

What your thesis statement will be evaluated for is its clarity: Is it very clear, pretty clear, somewhat clear, or not clear at all what you will be arguing in your paper? 

(Please note that one of the general requirements of the paper is that your paper put forward a thesis.)

2. Exegesis

Each of your papers will to some extent require you to state and explain at least one author’s position on some issue. Your paper will be evaluated in terms of how accurately it represents that author’s (or those authors’) view(s). Is the representation of the author(s)’s view(s) very accurate, pretty accurate, somewhat accurate, or not accurate? 

3. Premises

Your premises will be evaluated for clarity, sufficiency and strength: 

(1) whether your premises are very clear, pretty clear, somewhat clear, or not clear at all; 

(2) whether a sufficient number of premises are put forward to support your thesis adequately;

(3) whether your premises strongly support, modestly support, somewhat support or don’t support your thesis.

(Please note that one of the general requirements of the paper is that your premises be open to anyone regardless of age, sex, religion, race, or ethnic background.)

4. Objections & replies 

The objections you set forth against your own position will be evaluated according to strength, fairness and adequacy: 

(1) Are the objections are very strong, somewhat strong, relatively weak, or very weak?

(2) Have the objections set forth been represented in a fair way?

(3) Are the objections set forth adequate (i.e., no obvious and much stronger objections have been left out of consideration)?

The replies to objections you offer in your paper will be evaluated according to adequacy and fairness:

(1) Are the replies to the objections adequate? (Do they sufficiently answer all aspects of the objections?)

(2) Do the replies to the objections treat the objections fairly? (Is the point of the objection missed or mocked? Etc.)

(Please note that one of the general requirements of the paper includes setting forth objections and offering replies to those objections.)

5. Critical thinking

Your paper will be evaluated according to whether the critical thinking skills it reflects are well-above average, above average, average, below average, or well-below average for an honors section of an introductory (200 level) course. (As you progress in your studies, more will be expected from you.) Please refer to the Critical Thinking handout for an explanation of the skills in question and helpful guidance. 

Aim at writing a paper that reflects well-above average critical thinking for a 200-level course. Such a paper is one in which:

• There is no or, at the least, only very minor bias

• There is mostly relevant information

• No common reasoning fallacies are committed

• The definitions offered are reasonable and fair

• Ideas are conveyed relatively clearly

• There is hardly any ambiguity

• There is hardly any vagueness

• There are very few unstated assumptions

(Please note that the critical thinking characteristic of independent thinking is assessed separately under ‘original contribution.’)

6. Original contribution

Don’t panic. Making an original contribution does not necessarily mean saying something that has NEVER been said before! It simply means putting in some of your own thinking, not just that of the author(s) you are reading, the sources (if any) you have consulted, and what was expressed in class and/or the materials presented in class. 

Mechanics

The “mechanics” of your paper  (its format, structure and the writing skills it represents) are broken down into seven components:

1. Grammar

Your paper should not contain grammatical mistakes. Your paper won’t be penalized for one or two minor mistakes. However, if there are several minor mistakes or some major mistakes, your paper will be penalized accordingly. 

2. Spelling

Your paper should not contain spelling errors. Your paper will only be penalized for spelling mistakes if more than one or two are made. Remember to spell-check your paper before submitting it and/or have someone read it over for you. 

3. Correct length

Your paper must be the required length for the assignment in question. It cannot be shorter or more than one page longer than the required length. Please refer to the course syllabus for the required length of each of the papers in this course. 

4. Typed & double-spaced

Your paper must be typed and double-spaced. (The electronic copy of your paper need not be, but the handed-in copy must be.)

5. Introductory paragraph

An excellent introductory paragraph identifies what the issue addressed in the paper is, states the author’s thesis and adequately clarifies the author’s thesis. And it does all this succinctly. Here’s an example:

“In his Minds, Brains and Science, John Searle claims that reductive materialism is false and that his theory is the proper solution to the mind-body problem. However, Searle’s theory is not non-reductive, despite Searle’s frequent claims to the contrary. A non-reductive theory of the mind sets forth that thoughts, ideas, and thinking cannot be adequately explained just in terms of what is physically going on in the brain. Searle’s theory only apparently sets that forth.” 

(In the example above, the issue is: the mind-body problem, in particular, Searle’s proposed solution to the mind-body problem; the thesis is: Searle’s theory is not non-reductive; and the explanation of what a non-reductive theory of the mind is clarifies the author’s thesis.)

Make sure your introductory paragraph has the three key elements of an excellent introductory paragraph and try to exclude as much extraneous material as possible. For example, try to avoid saying things like: “I had never heard of John Searle before taking this course” and “The mind-body problem is a very interesting problem, with no clear solution in sight.” Your introductory paragraph will be graded according to the degree to which it succeeds in meeting each of the criteria just mentioned. 

6. Logical order

Your paper should be structured in such a way that each paragraph is logically connected to the next one. A good way to ensure that your paper has a logical structure to it is to create an outline of it for yourself. There are various ways in which the outline of an argumentative essay can look, but here are a couple of examples to give you an idea of how it can be structured: 



Introductory paragraph


Introductory paragraph


Exegesis 




Exegesis


Premise #1 (thesis support)


Premise #1 (thesis support)


Premise #2 (thesis support)



Objection #1 


Objection #1





Reply to objection #1



Reply to objection #1 


Premise #2 (thesis support)

Objection #2





Objection #2 



Reply to objection #2



Reply to objection #2

Closing paragraph



Closing paragraph

How many reasons for believing your thesis is correct (premises) you need to put forward will depend on what your thesis sets forth. How many objections you consider and reply to will depend on how debatable/controversial your premises are and/or your thesis is. The first outline example works well when you are dealing with objections to your thesis rather than to your premises; and the second outline example works well when you are, instead, dealing with objections to your premises rather than to your thesis.  

7. Closing paragraph

The only thing a closing paragraph needs to do is to signal to the reader that your paper is at its end. There are various ways to achieve that. Some writers like to restate their thesis and summarize the reasons for why it is correct. Others like to open up the argument they presented to further reflection (e.g., saying something like “through further research into the biological processes going on in the brain we should be able to determine with certainty whether non-reductive materialism is the correct answer to the mind-body problem”). Still others like to point out some of the implications their position has for the issue it concerns. Whatever way you decide to end your paper, the key thing is to not end your paper abruptly and/or leave your reader wondering whether he/she has a complete copy of your paper.

Late Penalties

Your paper should be submitted by the due date. If you submit it late, a 2% per day penalty will be applied to your paper. As your paper can be sent electronically over the weekend, Saturdays and Sundays do count as late days. 

























