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or many advanced composition courses, the research report stands as 
n excellent opportunity for students to showcase their research, 
nalytical, and rhetorical skills learned during the term. Teaching such 
synthesis of writing and research skills can prepare students for the types 
fwriting demands required not only in other academic course work but 
Isa in their future professions . And yet, over the years of teaching the 
:isearch report, I have found the assignment's effectiveness consistently 
mited by two fundamental shortcomings. 

irst, when performing secondary research for their analytical reports, 
1ost students, many of them sophomores just beginning study in their 
1ajors, attached little importance to reading trade or professionaljour
als from their respective fields. Instead, they unwisely restricted their 
esource sources to mainstream periodicals and encyclopedias. 

econd, students' general indifference toward the research report prov
d all too often a frustrating cul de sac in their development as writers. 
tudents selected report topics from their major fields of study and tend
ct to see the report as merely an academic exercise, one which offered 
.o practical connection with real-world audiences and the kinds of writing 
.emands they will ultimately face in future professions. Such student 
pathy invariably produced uninspired reports which were stylistically dull 
.nd analytically superficial. 

lly solution to these shortcomings is thejournal article assi~nment, whic~ 
sks students to write articles targeted atjournals or magazmes from their 
najor areas of study. Thejournal article-when used as a follow-up assign
nent, or coda, to the research report-is pedagogically attractive in four 
ignificant ways. First, by examining a range of trade and professional 
Jurnals in preparation for writing both the report and article, students 
amiliarize themselves with important research resources (e.g., trade and 
>rofessional journals) which will be key to their success in both their 
Lcademic course work and future professions. 

,econd, the article adds a sense of work-world relevance to the report 
vriting process. Students quickly realize that all the time invested in 
·esearch and writing, whether in academic or professional environments, 
1as practical value beyond the completion of an effective report. It could, 
LS in our case, lead to the completion of a publishable journal article. Third, 
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by writing articles under supervision, students become better prepared 
for writing and publishing expectations common to a growing number of 
professions. Finally, by first analyzing and then writingjournal articles, 
students learn to modify and apply rhetorical strategies to a distinct writing 
form rarely addressed in composition courses, thereby gaining a greater 
understanding of and appreciation for those strategies. 

Historically, the journal article as a course assignment has not received 
its share of attention. But a growing list of scholars (e.g., Mills and Walter; 
Markel) have incorporated a discussion of the technical article into writing 
texts outside the discipline of composition, such as technical writing and 
business communication. Edith Weinstein encourages writing instructors 
to take advantage of the article's tutorial value. Her technical writing 
students prepare for their writing of analytical reports by critiquingjour
nal articles with regard to such key writing concerns as audience analysis; 
organizational unity and coherence; and clear, concise style. 

I suggest that students go beyond the examination of journal articles by 
actually writing articles based on research from their analytical reports. 
The journal article assignment, as discussed here, teaches students to 
design and writejournal articles in three phases-Pre-Writing, Drafting, 
and Peer Editing and Revision. 

PRE-WRITING 

Many experienced researchers in academia and the professions have 
learned to anticipate the thrust of future articles and, consequently, 
carefully document each phase of their research. My composition students 
clearly have no such experience in article writing. However, their com
pleted analytical report provides them with a ready-made foundation of 
research on which to construct their articles. During the Pre-Writing seg
ment of the article writing process, students ( 1) narrow their report topics 
to a scope that can be addressed in a short article of 1,500 to 2,000 
words, and (2) analyze the audience of targetjournals so that they can 
more effectively slant the focus of their articles. 

In determining article focus, students should remember that articles are 
not to be paired-down versions of their reports . The report serves only 
as a reservoir of data and analysis, whose focus, organization, content, 
and style must be modified to match the informational needs, professional 
interests, and technical backgrounds of the journal audience(s). To help 
focus their article topics, students analyze and critique three articles from 
at least two differentjournals to which they might submit their own ar
ticles. Students refer to the Article Analysis Guide when examining each 
of the three articles . The Guide asks students to comment on the jour
nal's editorial personality and target audience, as well as on the article's 
format, organization, content, and style, 
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l\rticle Analysis Guide 

l. Characterize the article's target audience regarding their informa
tional needs, professional interests, technical back.grounds, and 
intended uses of the article's information. 

~- What is the article's purpose? How is the author effective in slanting 
the essay's focus toward readers' informational needs and interests? 

3. How is the article's overall organization appropriate in conveying 
information, as dictated by the essay's purpose and audience 
needs? Why are the headings and subheadings effective in highlighting 
section topics? How does the author keep sections and paragraphs 
unified and coherent? 

1. How does the author develop his/her analysis of the data provided 
and, thus, establish credibility? How is the author successful in 
using methods, findings, and visuals to support article premises 
and recommendations? 

3. How does the article's style and tone help to maximize reader 
comprehension? How readable is the article? Explain. 

3. What one strength in the article's organization, development, or 
style have you, as a writer/editor, benefited from most? Why? 

~ffectively analyzing the targetjournal and its editorial needs can be half 
:he battle in choosing the focus for an article (Smith 207). I remind 
,tudents that each professionaljournal has its own editorial personality, 
:1.s illustrated by the kinds of article topics and writing styles preferred 
by its editors or committees of referees. In addition, these same topics
whether theoretical, application-oriented, or "'newsy" in emphasis-often 
reflect the target audience's professional interests and/or intended use(s) 
::,f the article's information (Dowdy 276-283). 

Many of my students write technical articles based on research in the 
sciences (e.g., chemistry, computer science, electrical and mechanical 
engineering, geology). To appropriately control the level of technical ter
minology used in their articles, these students should estimate readers' 
technical back.grounds by studying the amount and type oftechnicaljargon 
present in targetjournal articles. Ajournal with articles heavily laden with 
technical terminology but with few definitions would probably appeal to 
readers more technologically sophisticated than those of ajournal whose 
articles included a minimal amount oftechnicaljargon. The focus of jour
nal advertisement and bulletins also can define readers' interests and 
technical back.grounds. 

To help them gauge the market for their articles, students research the 
targetjournal's publishing track record. Has thejournal recently publish
ed an article similar in emphasis, findings, and results to the student's 
own work? Ifso, the student might consider submitting the piece to a dif-
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ferentjournal. Students also might note ifthejournal is planning a special 
issue for which they might slant their article topics. Students checkjour
nals' "Information for Contributors" pages for ideas on timely topics as 
well as specific editorial instructions on article organization and format. 
In addition, authors should consider article lengths preferred by the target 
journal, then shape and cut their articles accordingly. 

As a rule, I encourage students, because of their relatively limited exper
tise in their major fields of study, to consider submitting to "soft" jour
nals/ magazines (e.g., Nature, Popular Mechanics, Psychology Today, and 
Science) rather than to "hard" (i.e., more technical)journals, such as The 
Botanical Review, Developmental Biology, Engineering Geology, and Jour
nal of the Chemical Society series. By targeting soft journals, students do 
not feel pressured into adopting a stilted and "academic" tone, which they 
often assume editors of theory-oriented hard journals expect of submit
ted manuscripts. Moreover, they don't feel obligated to discuss subjects 
at a technical level beyond their degree of expertise. 

Once students have determined the appropriate focus for their targeted 
journal and audience(s), they complete multiple outlines of their articles 
as they prepare to write first drafts. 

DRAFTING 

During the Drafting Phase, students use the detailed composition notes 
and descriptive outlines completed in the Pre-Writing Phase for deciding 
their article's organization and content. During this second phase, I rein
force in students' minds such fundamental principles as unified, coherent 
organization; complete, accurate content; and clear, precise style. 

Determining Organization, Content, and Style 

I remind students that the most effective organization is one that is least 
complicated and most "organic" to the author's primary aim, which is to 
help readers easily access and understand the article's findings and their 
significance. Moreover, students learn that the best organization is also 
the most logical. For example, an article written to show practical applica
tions of a known scientific principle might first review the principle, then 
discuss the application itself, stressing its practical and technical advan
tages (Dodds 16-25; Michaelson 20-26). Article organizations vary widely 
among soft and hardjournals. But students soon discover that mostjour
nals within a discipline contain common components, such as an abstract, 
introduction, methods, results, discussion, conclusion, and references. 



58 

Besides aiding students in focusing their article topics for a specific au
dience, the Article Analysis Guide also helps them to learn how publish
ed authors build unity and coherence in their articles. The limited space 
available to ajournal author demands that students keep sections and 
paragraphs thematically exclusive of one another to avoid redundancy. 
In addition, ideas should flow in a clear and logical progression. An am
biguous or misplaced sentence which confuses the reader fails at the most 
basic level of communication, reader comprehension. Functional 
headings, integral cornerstones of transition, can help move the reader 
from one idea to another. Consequently, headings must serve as descrip
tive "sign posts" that accurately highlight and forecast each section's cen
tral topic. 

I emphasize to students that the content of each article component (e.g., 
introduction, methods, results) must not only be sufficiently complete to 
build credibility but also to meet informational requirements implied, or 
explicitly stated, in the journal's editorial guidelines. By examining the con
tent of article components, students learn that the typical introduction 
ofa technical article includes a short definition or history of the problem, 
notable contributions of other experts on the topic, and the purpose and 
significance of their own article. The results section should contain key 
findings of the research. The discussion component usually assesses the 
validity, meaning, and importance of the findings while also noting and 
explaining any negative results (O'Connor 21-24). 

Students also recognize how limitedjournal space makes a Baconian style 
essential. Precise and accurate data must be conveyed in unambiguous, 
concise, and readable sentences. Students can maximize readability and 
precision in their articles if they: 

• Eliminate pompous poses that often lead to inflated and inaccurate 
language. 

• Use active verbs and concrete nouns. 
• Use shorter sentences that are simply structured to aid reader 

comprehension, especially when the article contains elaborate 
formulas and complex equations. 

• Choose active rather than passive sentence construction. 
• Use clear transitions between sections and paragraphs as well as 

between shifts in focus within paragraphs. 
• Remove digressions and superfluous explanations that distract 

readers from key issues. 

• Avoid technical jargon that is either misused or unnecessary 
considering the target audience's informational needs. 
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Designing and Integrating Visuals 

Choosing just the right visual is imperative if an article's findings and 
significance are to make their full impact on the reader (Benson 35-36). 
I devote at least two class meetings to discuss how authors of journal ar
ticles can best illustrate their data with appropriate visuals-such as 
tables, charts, diagrams, drawings, and photos. 

I remind students that a table or figure can be critical in clarifying, sum
marizing, simplifying, or emphasizing key points of an article. However, 
visuals used merely as impressive window dressing can actually be more 
counterproductive than inappropriate or poorly designed visuals 
(Michaelson 75-78). An excessive number ofvisuals can produce duplica
tion, slowing an article's pace and distracting the reader. To successfully 
incorporate visuals into articles, students should: 

• Place the visual as close as possible to its initial point of reference. 
• Explain the meaning and significance of the visual in the text. 
• Design the visual with a format prescribed by the targetjournal or 

style guide of the student's discipline. 
• Select descriptive titles and captions for visuals while also including 

any needed source line for attribution. 

Documenting the Article 

I remind students that an article's documentation should illustrate the 
breadth and depth of the author's literature search. However, an article 
crammed with superfluous footnotes can be a tip-off to the author's inex
perience in publishing or, worse, to the writer's misguided attempt to im
press readers. 

Students should follow the documentation style preferred by the target 
journal. If the journal requires no standard documentation style, I en
courage students to follow documentation guidelines provided by the 
Modern Language Association (MLA), American Psychological Associa
tion (APA), or University of Chicago style guides. Some journals from 
technical areas may require esoteric documentation styles, so I offer 
students a list of style manuals representing a variety of disciplines, in
cluding the: 

• American Chemical Society Handbook.for Authors. 

• American Institute of Physics Style Manual. 

• Council of Biology Editors Style Manual. 

• Harvard Law Review Association's A Uniform System of Citation. 
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PEER EDITING AND REVISION 

Collaborative writing in the form of peer reviews provi_des student authors 
with constructive criticism on the effectiveness of their articles' composi
tion as well as on the validity of their documents' findings and analyses 
(Bruffee 1973, 1984). Moreover, by receiving helpful suggestions from 
peer reviewers, student authors tend to accept criticism more readily and 
to see their own writing more objectively, which often translates into more 
complete and deliberate revisions, as argued by David Carson: 

When students analyze each other's writing from standpoints of cor
rectness, clarity, conciseness, and coherence, they become more con
scious of these qualities in their own writing. And when they learn that 
each criticism of a piece of writing requires a clearly justifiable ex
planation, they are less apt to construe criticism of their own writing 
as mere opinion. (82) 

Collaborative writing also allows student reviewers to apply important 
rhetorical strategies when analyzing peer articles, which ultimately makes 
the reviewers themselves better writers. Furthermore, peer editing is a 
highly effective way of helping student authors learn to generate "reader
centered" prose. H. J. Scheiber offers a convincing argument for incor
porating into the classroom a collaborative approach of peer editing-writing 
to aid students in better understanding the interests and needs of their 
audience( s): 

Only through frequent drafting and rewriting and the regular sharing 
of peer editorial response ( oral or written) will clear, rhetorically ef
fective prose accrue value. And only then will technical/managerial 
writers (and composition students) routinely generate reader-centered 
documents that communicate. ( 385) 

I organize my advanced composition class into peer work groups, each 
consisting of four students. Work group members typically share com
mon majors, which gives student authors at least a rough feel for how 
journal audiences of professional colleagues might receive their articles 
once in print. Students submit two different drafts of their articles for 
workshop review . Peer Worksheet 1 provides authors a general sense of 
how reviewers evaluate the overall integrity of the article's focus, organiza
tion, and mechanics. 

Peer Work.sheet 1 

1. How might the author more clearly define the article's purpose? 
2. Characterize the article's target audience(s). How could the article 

better meet the informational needs of this audience(s)? 
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3. Does the title accurately describe the major thrust of the article? 
Why or why not? How might the author make the general format 
of the article more appealing? 

4. Comment on the essay's general organization. Is key information 
presented in accessible chunks? Do headings and subheadings 
effectively highlight topical thrusts of sections? Why or why not? 

5. Note any errors in punctuation, grammar, and usage that distract 
the reader from understanding the document's message. 

6. What one recommendation would you make to improve this 
article? Why? 

Following the first workshop, I instruct student authors not to merely edit, 
but to carefully evaluate peer critiques and then fully revise their articles. 
The review of students' second rough draft is guided by Peer Worksheet 
2, which focuses reviewers' attention on more specific concerns of 
organization, development, and style. 

Peer Work.sheet 2 

1. Comment on the organization of each section of the article. 
Suggest how the unity and coherence of sections could be improved. 
How could transitions be made smoother and clearer? 

2. How might the author more fully develop the key points of the 
article? Suggest how the author could improve the credibility and 
accuracy of the article's findings and analyses? 

3. Does the conclusion include a clear and brief summary of the 
article's key points? Do recommendations seem justified? 

4. What is the article's significance? How might the author modify 
the article's emphasis to better illustrate the importance of the 
document's findings and conclusions? 

5. Summarize and evaluate the effectiveness of the article's style. 
Please comment on such central stylistic concerns as word choice, 
sentence variety, and sentence length . How might the author 
improve the article's clarity, precision, and conciseness? 

6. How useful and complete is the article's documentation? If the 
article includes notes, do they complement the text with relevant 
clarification? 

The key to making peer reviews beneficial to both author and critic is 
preparation. Before workshops I fully brief students on the purpose and 
meaning of these encompassing review questions. I also encourage 
reviewers to be detailed in their criticism to avoid confusing the author. 
Constructive criticism also should be complete, and not necessarily limited 
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to the scope of Worksheet questions. For instance, students might assess 
whether the article is written at a technical level appropriate for the target 
audience and if the technical data have been sufficiently explained. In ad
dition, students usually examine the effectiveness of article visuals and 
depth of the author's literature search. 

COHCLUSIOH 

The article assignment does not require that students submit their articles 
to targetjournals, yet some students invariably do. In the two years I have 
been teaching the assignment, several students have been fortunate 
enough to be asked by editors to revise and resubmit their articles, though 
none of the articles was ultimately published. The rigors of the publishing 
world, however, have not dampened students' enthusiasm for the article 
writing process. 

The journal article lends work-world relevance to the research report 
assignment and also enables students to make double use of the term 
paper's research, findings, and analyses. Moreover, aside from providing 
undergraduates a practical transition from academia to the professional 
world, the article writing process teaches composition students how to 
become better editors and writers. They learn that by incorporating ef
fective rhetorical strategies into their writing, they can convince colleagues 
that their ideas are accurate, valid, and, perhaps one day, worthy of 
publication. 
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