Entering the Conversation

We all draw on the ideas of others as we develop our own positions, regardless of the topic. Whether you are explaining your opinion about an issue specific to your community, or you are developing a position on a national or global issue, you should know as much as possible about the topic. Rather than make a quick response that reflects an opinion based only on what you already know, you must research and read sources—what others have written. Then you can develop your own informed opinion, a measured response that considers multiple perspectives and possibilities. We call this process synthesis, which involves considering various viewpoints in order to create a new and more informed viewpoint.

Think of it this way: You show up at a party. There are a dozen different conversations going on. You approach one group of people who are having a heated debate. You’ll need to listen for a while to understand what the specific topic is, what has already been said, who is taking what side, and what they’re not saying. Then, by either expanding on what others are saying, challenging what others are saying, or filling in a gap in their understanding, you will begin to enter this conversation and make your own contribution. And that’s what synthesis is all about: entering the conversation that society is having about a topic.

When you’re learning about a subject, look for reliable sources. Be aware of the bias (prejudice in favor of or against one thing, person, or group compared with another) that a source brings to a topic. Consider the speaker: What does he or she believe in? How might the speaker’s position provide personal gain? Don’t look for a pro-and-con debate that represents only polarized views; look for a range of viewpoints.

Finally, as we’ve discussed before, many different types of evidence can serve to support an argument. But it is important to remember that your sources should enhance, not replace, your argument. You may worry that the ideas of others are so persuasive that you have nothing new to say. Or you may think that the more sources you cite, the more impressed your reader will be. But as you develop your skills in writing synthesis essays, you will find that the sources inform your own ideas and demonstrate your understanding of opposing views. What you have to say is the main event; your position is central.

Identifying the Issues: Recognizing Complexity

The fact is, you can rarely change a reader’s mind, at least not radically or immediately. Instead, what you want to aim for is a compelling argument that leaves the reader thinking, questioning, considering, and reconsidering. To do this, you have to acknowledge that the issue at hand is a complex one with no easy solutions and a variety of valid perspectives on the matter. You want to present a reasonable idea in a voice that is logical, sincere, and informed. To write a qualified argument, you must anticipate objections to your position and recognize and respect the complexities of your topic. A reasonable voice recognizes that there are more than two sides to an issue—more than pro-con, which is the written equivalent of a shouting match.

Formulating Your Position

Before you formulate your position, it might be helpful to take stock of the issues. In analyzing the texts on the topic of homework, you probably noticed certain issues emerged. The questions these issues raise illustrate the complexity of the issue and ensure that you do not develop an argument that is one- sided or polarized between yes and no. With these questions in mind, you can begin to formulate a thesis (a claim) that captures your position on the topic.

Framing Quotations

When writing with sources, it’s important not to simply summarize or paraphrase the sources. You need to use the sources to strengthen your own argument. One easy way to make sure the sources are working for you is to include a sentence or two of explanation or commentary with each quote. You might use a lead-in sentence, so your readers know what to look for, as is demonstrated below:


Even with the amount of homework assigned, America’s youth is lagging behind 
other nations in terms of academic achievement. Paul points out that “American 
students are mired in the middle of international academic rankings: 17th in reading, 
23rd in science, and 31st in math.”

Alternatively, you might follow a quote with a sentence or two of commentary to remind readers of your point and how the quote reinforces it, as you see here:


Paul explains that “spaced repetition” is a technique that has had “a positive impact 
on learning.” She goes on to explain how it works: “instead of concentrating the 
study of information in single blocks, as many homework assignments currently 
do... learners encounter the same material in briefer sessions spread over a longer 
period of time. With this approach, students are re-exposed to information... 
throughout the semester.” Paul’s investigation into “research-based” solutions is 
helpful not only to teachers but also to parents who are interested in making 
homework more meaningful for their children. These are the kinds of suggestions 
that can help improve the quality of homework assignments rather than the quantity.

And, of course, be careful not to represent ideas or words as your own if they are not: give credit where credit is due!

Citing Sources

Since you will be quoting from several works, you have to keep track of your sources for your reader. In timed situations, you’ll probably include only the source number or the author’s name in parentheses after the quote or paraphrase, like this: (Paul).

You need to cite paraphrases as well, not just direct quotes. Anytime you are using someone else’s ideas, you must give them credit. Another, more elegant, option is to mention the author and title of the work in the sentence introducing or including the quote: New York Times Journalist Annie Murphy Paul suggests that...

If you are writing a more formal research paper, you will likely need to follow MLA documentation procedures, including a Works Cited page.


In your own words, explain the process of synthesis:

