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 The term “authority” can mean various things, depending on our main purpose, our target 
audience, and the situation we are addressing.  Even when we understand the kind of “authority” we 
are aiming for in a particular writing project, we need to determine what strategies will help us gain it.  
Explore various definitions of writing “authority” and develop a convincing means in this paper for 
achieving it.  To grasp how “authority” works in writing, think of how it operates in society.  Consider the 
power that officials use to command their subordinates; the claims to wisdom made by so-called 
experts; and the sway of certain media personalities over their fans.  Think of where your authority in 
your college work and writing comes from.  This paper should help you develop a better understanding 
of how “authority” functions in your own writing.1 

For this assignment, you will gather what you have learned about writing with authority and use 
that knowledge to give advice to incoming college students, supporting your pieces of advice with 
research to back up your claims.   
 
Procedures 
Brainstorming 
Try the following: 

 Free write for a few minutes about what you think it means to have "authority" over 

texts in college.  What is authority?  How do you know when you or someone else does-

-or doesn't--have authority with texts? 

 Set your freewrite aside, and now begin considering what some of the authors in this 

book have said about authority.  Can you find any other authors on the college library 

databases who discuss the idea of writing with authority and include them in the 

conversation that you are building?  You want to bolster the case you make for the 

advice you give to incoming students.  Begin to make a list of strategies that help 

readers and writers gain authority with texts.  Some readings you might consider looking 

at include Margaret Kantz, and Christina Haas and Linda Flower, Ann Penrose and Cheryl 

Geisler, Joseph Harris, David Bartholomae, and Keith Grant-Davie.   

 

Drafting 

 

Write a first draft entirely for the purpose of exploration.  Drawing on your freewrite and notes from 

brainstorming, write a definition of authority and describe some specific things college students can do 

in order to gain more authority (and success) with texts--both as readers and as writers. 

 

 

                                                           
1  Adapted from John Shilb's Advanced Expository Writing course description, Indiana University. 
 

http://www.lonestar.edu/library/article-databases
http://www.lonestar.edu/library/article-databases
http://www.indiana.edu/~deanfac/blfal04/eng/eng_w350_5455.html
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Revising 

 

Go back to your draft now with your audience and purpose firmly in mind.  You are writing to new 

college students to help them understand what it might mean to write with authority in college, and 

then to provide them with useful advice about how to gain this authority.  Given this purpose, how 

should your paper be organized so that these readers will pay attention and get the most out of it?  How 

can you gain credibility with your readers?  Revise your draft to act on the answers to these questions.  

 

Assessment 

 

Your paper will be effective if it accurately and thoughtfully draws on what you have learned and  

communicates that knowledge usefully to new incoming college students.  (E.g., what is rhetoric and 

rhetorical reading and why are they important?)  Using your sources, generate a good conversation 

about writing with authority in college.  If your younger friends or siblings could read this and have a 

better chance of succeeding as readers and writers in college, then your paper will have done good job.2   

Your research paper must: 

- Include references to at minimum four sources.  Make multiple, direct references to all of your 

source texts (convince me and your imagined audience of incoming freshmen with examples, but 

do not dump quotes into your paper.  That would risk you losing your authority and your 

audience's interest.)  

- Have a clear THESIS that summarizes your main ideas or pieces of advice. 

- Be detailed enough to support your thesis (examples, quotes, well analyzed, synthesized, and 

contextualized sources!). 

 

                                                           
2
 Assignment adapted from Wardle and Downs, "Writing about Authority: Assignments and Advice," in Writing 

about Writing, NY: Bedford St. Martin's, 2011.  713-714. 


