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Argument/Commentary: Identifying a Pattern of Meaning with Research 
Length: 4 pages (+ works cited page)    Points: 25% of final grade    
Peer Review Draft:       Final Draft:    
 
***You also need to email me a .docx copy of your essay on the due date. 
        
Purpose: You will explore (research) an existing argument and take a position in it.  You will then 
argue from that position as you contribute to the ongoing conversation surrounding your subject.  
You will work closely with secondary sources and integrate the knowledge of others in meaningful 
and coherent ways, but you will use this information to formulate a new direction in the argument, 
not simply report the existing debate; you will identify a pattern of meaning in the existing 
conversation to arrive somewhere new.  Furthermore, you will develop your MLA knowledge and 
skills, particularly source integration and citations.  
 
Genre: Commentaries are typically pieces of writing in which an author expresses his or her 
opinion about an issue that is important not only to the author, but also to a wider audience.  
Sometimes that audience is quite general; sometimes that audience is a more specialized group of 
academic readers.  A commentary, however, is never simply an author ranting; strong commentaries 
are based on research—the author’s ability to identify a pattern of meaning in a complex issue.  In 
everyday language, a commentary tries to point out a trend or set of connected events that other 
people have not necessarily noticed.  Writers speak from an informed position (i.e., they actually 
know what they are talking about).  Commentaries are NOT a simple report of an existing 
argument—your voice and perspective are essential as you need to provide commentary. 
 
A commentary will have these features: 

- Identifies a pattern of meaning in events, trends, and ideas 
- Privileges informed opinions 
- Helps people understand complex issues through the writer’s points of view 
- Attempts to persuade readers to see things a particular way 
- Relies on analysis and interpretation 
- Takes a position (they are not objective) 
- Helps shape public opinion 

 
A commentary will NOT do this: 

-     Rant 
-     Simply summarize the existing debate 
-     Let sources speak for themselves or do all the talking—your voice is needed 
-     Offer a detailed, structured proposal 

 
Relationship to Audience:  In a commentary, writers often state very explicitly whom they are 
trying to convince or address and where they are coming from on an issue.  You should write this 
with the attitude that you will be published (domain: public).  Of course, I am your “other” audience 
(domain: school).   Ultimately, consider your audience as a group of readers who are willing to 
consider your ideas without being strongly for or against the given issue from the start; you must be 
persuasive without alienating a potential portion of your audience.  
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Social context:  Commentaries need to show an awareness of the context of not only the writing 
situation, but also the issue that is being commented on—you will need to acknowledge and 
respond to a larger conversation and make it personally significant.  

- If you disagree from popular opinion, you will need to be aware that you are writing 
against the grain, but make sure not just to repeat common rhetoric. 

 - If you agree, you will have to find a way to promote effectively and forward the issue.  
 Just saying you agree would not make for a very strong or interesting commentary.  
 
Voice/Style:  This commentary should be written in formal voice.  Overall, the voice should be 
informed and thorough and appropriate for your topic—not off-the-cuff and random.  You need to 
demonstrate a serious consideration of your subject matter.  Formal voice excludes contractions and 
slang, and it eliminates any use of the second person (you).  Commentaries can sometimes employ 
first-person language (I, me, etc.), but only when there is a deliberate need.  If you are drawing from 
your own experience, then it would seem natural to do so, but you do not need to remind your 
readers that you think something: “It is my belief….”  See me if you feel you need to use 1st person. 
 
Finding a topic:  You will have some time to decide on a topic, but I will approve your topic before 
you begin researching and writing.  Ultimately, you will decide what you want to write about, but, 
in some cases, I may ask you to come up with something different, or I may ask you to amend one 
of the topics you submit.   
 
Topics will not include generic arguments such as “distracted driving” or “capital punishment.” 
Instead, you will be looking at an issue that is currently being discussed in the public sphere related 
to a specific incident, event, or trend.  There will be more information regarding topic selection in 
the coming weeks, but you need to start paying attention to the news and current events.  This essay 
will be taking place post-election, so keep in mind that your argument will need to reflect that 
(when applicable).  For instance, if you were addressing one of the four ND ballot measures, simply 
writing that you support (or don’t support) measure X would not be an effective argument.  

  
Grading Rubric: 

Is the introduction engaging and fitting to the style of commentary: does the introduction frame the 
issues and forecast the main point and direction of the commentary? Is the thesis substantial and clearly 
stated if you use top-down structure?         ***HIGHLIGHT YOUR THESIS STATEMENT 
Do the facts, details, and examples establish a clear pattern of meaning?  Are your points closely and 
clearly related?  Have you positioned your voice effectively so that readers can easily follow your line 
of thought? 
Does the ending offer a satisfying sense of closure?  Will readers find it easy to see how you arrived at 
your conclusion via your line of thought?  Do you provide the reader a fresh perspective worth 
pondering?  Is the thesis substantial and clearly stated if you use culminating-order structure?  
***HIGHLIGHT YOUR THESIS STATEMENT 
Do you show a good awareness of the genre and adhere to the conventions of a commentary? 

Do you cite from at least three secondary sources from the databases?  How well is the information 
integrated and cited?  MLA?  Sources: all credible.  All three sources must come from the databases.  
Does the essay conform to a formal-essay format?  Is the essay well-edited with few errors in word 
choice, sentence construction, and paragraphing? Does the essay meet all assigned criteria? MLA? 

 
***You will have your choice with regards to the organizational form, top-down structure or culminating order 


