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As many students have some difficulty organizing and structuring content and expressing their own ideas, the following information should give you some help in improving your ability to produce short reports/essays. It is also a basic introduction to academic writing in general.
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It is generally accepted that the shorter an essay is, the harder it is to write. With a limit of only 800 to 1000 words, you must be selective about the content you choose to include and you shouldn't waste precious words stating the obvious.  An example of this would be something like: "The USA and Austria are very different in many ways.  Austria is a small country in Europe and the USA is a very large country . . .".  (Anyone who doesn't know these things already won't be reading academic papers anyway . . .)  Once you have decided what points to include, you need to group and sequence them meaningfully. The most frequent problems that students have at this point are: 
1) UNITY: finding and formulating the thesis (or unifying) statement, 
2) FLOW: including transitions (or transitional sentences) that link one topic to the 

next, 
3) GROUNDING:  documenting content or statistics from outside sources, and 
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4) REASONING:  well-developed, logical argumentation to support personal 



views.
On the next page, some tips and explanations are provided for structuring your essays and improving the first three of these four points.  Following this is a section on logical argumentation and reasoning.  It consists of a list of common "logical fallacies" (or, in other words, examples of common mistakes in logic / argumentation) including explanations and examples taken from a Business English course.
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Author. "Title of Article." Name of Magazine / Newspaper. Date: page numbers
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Writing  an Essay (Step by Step):
If you find it very difficult to write an essay or report like this – if you are plagued with the thought "Where should I start??"  or you find yourself spending many more hours than you should to get it done -- then it might be a good idea to take a step back and try the following procedure:

Step 1:  Brainstorming:  simply write a shorthand list ("Stichwörter") off all the points you would like to include in whatever order they occur to you

Step 2:  Arrange the points into 4 or 5 groups (more for longer reports); i.e. take all the points that have a certain theme in common and put them together.  If there are any "loose" points that don't fit in anywhere – then it is probably a good idea to leave them out.
Step 3: Decide what order the groups should go in by finding transitional ideas or commonalities that connect one group to the next.

Step 4: Write one sentence that states what all the points have in common or what idea they illustrate.  This will be the basis of your thesis statement (– though you will probably end up rewriting this sentence once the report is almost finished.)
Step 5: Write the body of the report – that means the paragraphs including your groups of ideas and points. Make sure that a transition is included each time you change the topic.

Step 6: Write the conclusion of the report in which you restate the central idea.

Step 7: Write the introduction, paying particular attention to the first sentence which should set the tone and grab the reader's interest if at all possible.
Step 8:  Check your documentation and include a list of sources if you have any.

Argumentation and Logical Reasoning
In essays you are often required to express and defend your own views on a variety of issues. This requires you to come up with arguments for your ideas, and it goes without saying that these arguments should be well-developed, logical, and not based on simple (unquestioned) assumptions. Forming such arguments is not easy  -- logic is a tricky thing and there are dozens of different traps you can fall into while trying to "make your case."  The following list includes examples of such common mistakes in logical reasoning – or "logical fallacies"( as they are sometimes called. The ones listed here are those that I have often encountered in Business English courses and they are listed somewhat in the order of how often they occur.
overstatement / "sweeping (or hasty) generalization"

"Americans want to be the policemen of the world."

Any statement starting with words like "Americans think that . . ." or "Austrians are . . ." is bound to be simply wrong.  This mistake comes up most often when opinions are stated as facts or when absolutes are used such as "all, every, none, always, never . . .". Stereotypes (judgments about a group based on a few examples) are examples of sweeping generalizations.
non-sequitur ("it does not follow") 
"That drug consumption is rising can be seen by the increasing number of arrests and seizures."

A non-sequitur assumes a logical causal connection where there is or may be none.  In the sentence of above the evidence only suggests that there is more police enforcement; it doesn't prove that there is more consumption.

post hoc ergo propter hoc (-  "after this, therefore because of this") 
"September 11th happened after Bush became president. If he had lost the election; it wouldn't have happened."
Just because two events happen in succession, this doesn't mean that the first caused the second, yet this is a common mistake in thinking. This fallacy is similar to non-sequitur; they attribute causality where there is or may be none ("faulty causation").
confusing cause and effect

"Mexican immigrants got a bad reputation because of marijuana and the Chinese immigrants were undesirable because of opium."

Does A lead to B or does B lead to A?  In the statement above, there is a lot of evidence that the opposite was true: these groups of people were already looked down upon by the rest of the population and associating them with drug use was an effect, not a cause of the prejudices.
hopping on the bandwagon

"Marriage is a great thing, otherwise there wouldn't be so many people still doing it."

The mistake here is assuming that what is popular is also preferable or right,  or "if everyone else is doing it, it must be okay."  In a less serious context, it explains the existence of fashions and trends. When taken to the extreme, this attitude can lead to terrible consequences such as mobbing, persecution, oppression . . . Certain attitudes are so widely believed and often repeated today, that they basically go unquestioned or are treated as facts.  Some of examples of this are: "Crime is getting worse," or  "We need a balanced budget. The state cannot spend more than it takes in," or "Globalization is inevitable and cannot be stopped."
either/or thinking
"Every nation in every region now has a decision to make. Either you are with us, or you are with the terrorists. "(George W. Bush)
It is a common tack of politicians to reduce complex problems to simple equations. Obviously, this polarized, black-or-white way of thinking can be counterproductive, because it shuts out alternatives or creative, "outside of the box" approaches or solutions. This argumentation tries to force the opponent into deciding between two rigid options: the right one ("my way") or disaster.
slippery slope

"If we allow the government to ban assault rifles, it will be only a matter of time before they take away all of the guns, our Second Amendment rights, and then other property they think is bad for us . . ."

Think of  "the snowball effect" here. The argument assumes that one event is the start – and therefore the cause – of a long series of consequences – usually disastrous ones. The "gateway theory" about marijuana (leading to harder drug use, addiction, death . . .) is arguably an example of the slippery slope fallacy.
ad hominem  (– "to the man")
"Gore Vidal was a hippie flower-child of the 60s who just wanted to get his drugs cheaper and easier."

When an argument attacks the opponent rather than countering his/her arguments, it is not only a problem of logic, it is an unfair tactic.  Personal attacks are a sign that one has run out of substantial arguments and has decided to aim "below the belt." They attempt to discredit an argument by discrediting the speaker – a common ploy in political election campaigns.
begging the question (circular argumentation)
"The positive economic data for the US are proof that the free market system works, because without such a system, they wouldn't be doing so well."

Such arguments repeat and circle back on themselves: A is proof of B and B is proof of A. In most cases, the argument is based on some unproven assumption, such as the first part of the sentence above.
scare tactics
"If we open up the borders to the eastern European countries, there will be a flood of drugs, illegal aliens, asylum seekers and low wage workers coming into Austria."

Most emotional appeals are unfair and inappropriate in debate as they often manipulate people's fears as a means of convincing them of certain standpoint.  Everyone has heard such comments from certain politicians, but emotional appeals are also used for "good" causes, such as animal rights, charity donation drives, human rights campaigns, etc.
straw man

"The Socialists want to return to deficit spending like in the Kreisky era, but how are we going to pay for it?" 
A straw man argument starts by misrepresenting the opponent's argument in a way that makes it seem facile and easily refuted. A variation of this is simply to make up an (easily refutable) argument and then attribute it to the opponent.  This is another common politician's trick.
false analogy

"Why should Marijuana be illegal when alcohol – which is much more dangerous -- is legal?"

 A false analogy sets up a comparison of things which are not equivalent in significant ways or compares them within a false context. In this case, the false context is the idea that danger is the sole factor in determining if a drug should be legal or not and that alcohol is the standard by which we evaluate other drugs.

equivocation

"I did not have sexual relations with that woman . . . Miss Lewinsky." (President Bill Clinton)
Another way of describing equivocation is "splitting hairs".  It means to rely on narrow or technical definition that allows one to assert or deny certain facts.  In the quote above, Clinton relied on a specific definition of "sexual relations" and rationalized that his own actions did not apply.  President Bush is doing the same thing when he asserts "The United States does not torture" despite the fact that the whole world has seen the pictures.
The thesis statement is the one, central idea, opinion, or statement that runs like a thread through the entire report and serves to unify it.  A report can stray from this theme in places, but should find its way back by the end (conclusion).





Transitions are some of the most important elements in a report.  They serve to connect different themes (paragraphs) and to maintain the flow of arguments.  They force you to find connections between different issues. They also cue the reader to your thought processes:  when a student moves from point A to point B, often it is neither of the points that is new; but how the students gets from A to B – that is where the original thoughts often lie.


Transitions can be complete sentences or just simple phrases. They are usually found in the first or the final sentence of a paragraph.





Restating the thesis statement – sometimes in slightly different words – serves to "round off" a report and enhances the impression of a unified work. Important ideas can and should be repeated – but, otherwise, repetition should be avoided as a general rule, as it is usually a sign of poor organization.





Statistics or facts with no mention of where they come from are meaningless.  You do not need to separately footnote each and every statistic, but you should include phrases within the text like "According to the Institute of / the author of / the website of  . . ."  and then provide a list of the sources  you used at the end of the report. A small bonus here is that you can also list sources that you read but don't actually quote – and a long list of sources always looks impressive!





The first sentence of a report is always the hardest to write.  It sets the tone and interest level from the start. Experienced writers often save writing the introduction (or the beginning) for last.














The format of these footnotes is called "MLA Style" for "Modern Language Association." You can use a different style if you prefer, but you should remain consistent. More detailed information and more examples for this style can be found on my homepage ("MLA Citation Examples")











( If you are interested in learning more about logical fallacies, Wikipedia has a list of 135 types, each with explanations and examples. See: � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Category:Logical_fallacies" ��http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Category:Logical_fallacies� )
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